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1
ULTRA-SENSITIVE FORCE SENSING BASED
ON EVANESCENT LIGHT

PRIORITY CLAIM AND RELATED PATENT
APPLICATION

This patent document is a 35 USC §371 National Stage
application of International Application No. PCT/US2014/
012621 filed Jan. 22, 2014, which further claims the benefit
of U.S. Provisional Application No. 61/755,436 entitled
“FIBER OPTIC FORCE SENSING TRANSDUCER” and
filed Jan. 22, 2013, the disclosures of which are incorporated
by reference as part of the specification of this document.

STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT SUPPORT

This invention was made with government support under
contract number 1150952 awarded by the National Science
Foundation (NSF). The government has certain rights in the
invention.

BACKGROUND

This patent document relates to systems, devices, and
processes related to force sensor and transducer technolo-
gies.

The ability to measure forces and/or mechanical displace-
ments with high precision may have direct implications on
the development of advanced sensing platforms that can
respond to acoustic, strain, pressure, and/or chemical sig-
nals. Measuring small forces (<1 nN) is typically carried out
by sophisticated instruments such as an optical trap (or
optical tweezer) or atomic force microscope (AFM) which
acts as a calibrated force transducer that can directly mea-
sure the force and distance of a system. These techniques
offer force sensitivity in the piconewton range, but it is
extremely difficult to integrate these platforms into trans-
portable, or embeddable, sensors that can detect stimuli such
as sound waves, pressure changes, or chemicals. Significant
difficulties exist in many microscopy-based systems, such as
AFM, to image non-planar surfaces (e.g., side surfaces,
inside trenches, etc.) or image all dimensions of a material.
Additionally, existing techniques may not be sufficiently
capable of quantifying forces occurring inside of a material,
e.g., acell

SUMMARY

Techniques, systems, and devices are disclosed for mea-
suring extremely small forces (e.g., around or below picone-
wtons) generated by various stimuli such as acoustic signals,
pressure, strain, cells, and chemicals.

In one aspect, a method for optical sensing is provided to
include attaching one or more optical structures outside an
external surface of an optical waveguide while within an
evanescent field of light guided by the optical waveguide to
cause the one or more optical structures to evanescently
interact with the guide light to emit light; measuring the
emitted light from an optical structure to indicate a position
of the optical structure relative to the external surface of the
optical waveguide; and using the position of the optical
structure relative to the external surface of the optical
waveguide to obtain information on a force applied to the
optical structure.

Various implementations are provided. For example, the
disclosed technology can include a single element fiber optic
force sensor and transducer that is highly tunable and can be
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configured as a scan probe device. The exemplary fiber optic
force sensors and transducers can utilize the movement of
optical structures (e.g., plasmonic nanoparticles, fluorescent
molecules) embedded in the evanescent field of a subwave-
length optical fiber (or more generally a waveguide) to
detect forces imposing on the fiber. The disclosed technol-
ogy pushes the limits of force sensitivity, portability, and
tenability relative to present technologies.

The subject matter described in this patent document can
be implemented in specific ways that provide one or more of
the following features. For example, the disclosed technol-
ogy can provide a single element fiber optic force sensor that
is highly tunable and can be configured for various appli-
cations including: nanomechanical sensors for medical
research (cancer diagnostics, fundamental cellular studies,
single molecule analytics, and real-time biological
responses); fiber optic sensors tuned to detect sound waves
(underwater receiver for marine-life research), chemicals,
pressure/temperature changes; and scanning probes capable
of imaging topography of planar and non-planar surfaces.
Exemplary implementations have been executed in the form
of demonstrations of: angstrom-level sensitivity of the eva-
nescent field to distance normal to the propagation of light
by utilizing fluorescently-tagged self-assembled polymer
coatings and plasmonic nanoparticles to map out the wave-
guide near-field; and real-time monitoring of single mol-
ecules stretching using single-strand DNA linking the wave-
guide with a plasmonic nanoparticle and measuring the
scattering intensity as a function of fluidic force. Exemplary
applications of the disclosed technology can include nano-
mechanical sensors for medical research including cancer
diagnostics, fundamental cellular studies, single molecule
analytics, and real-time biological responses; fiber optic
sensors tuned to detect signals such as sound waves (under-
water receiver), chemicals, pressure changes, and tempera-
ture fluctuations; and scanning probe capable of imaging
topography of planar and non-planar surfaces.

In another aspect, the disclosed technology can include an
optical-mechanical force-sensing device that can detect very
small force magnitudes. The force-sensing device can
include an optical waveguide for internally guiding a light
through; one or more compressible coatings formed on a
surface of the optical waveguide while substantially embed-
ded in an evanescent field of the guided light of the optical
waveguide. The force-sensing device can also include one or
more optical structures attached to an external surface of the
one or more compressible coatings in the evanescent field.
During a force detection operation, each of the one or more
optical structures can emit light based on an interaction with
the evanescent field to indicate a displacement of the optical
structure relative to the surface of the optical waveguide
caused by an external force exerted on the optical structure.
An optical detector can be positioned in the far field of the
emitted light to measure the intensity of the emitted light
from the optical structure. The measured intensity can be
converted into the displacement of the optical structure
relative to the surface of the optical waveguide, wherein the
displacement can be subsequently converted into the force
that displaced the optical structure.

In some implementations, the optical detector is used to
measure a total intensity of the emitted lights from the one
or more optical structures. In these implementations, the
total intensity is then converted into the displacement of the
optical structure relative to the surface of the optical wave-
guide.
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In some implementations, the optical detector is config-
ured to independently measure an intensity of the emitted
light from each of the one or more optical structures.

In some implementations, the force-sensing device further
includes a second optical detector positioned at the output
end of the optical waveguide and configured to measure an
intensity of the transmitted light through the optical wave-
guide. The measured intensity can then be converted into the
displacement of the optical structure relative to the surface
of the optical waveguide, wherein the displacement can be
subsequently converted into the force that displaced the
optical structure.

In some implementations, the one or more compressible
coatings are configured to be compressed by the optical
structure when the optical structure displaces by a down-
ward force exerted on the optical structure. The one or more
compressible coatings are configured to be stretched when
the optical structure displaces by an upward force exerted on
the optical structure. Further, the one or more compressible
coatings are configured to restore shape when the downward
force exerted on the optical structure is reduced or removed.

In some implementations, the one or more compressible
coatings are fully reversible in shape after being compressed
or stretched.

In some implementations, the one or more compressible
coatings are characterized by a stiffness.

In some implementations, the one or more compressible
coatings are formed by a polymer material.

In some implementations, the polymer material includes
a polyelectrolyte material.

In some implementations, the polyelectrolyte material is
polyethyleneimine (PEI), polystyrene sulfonate (PSS), or
poly(allylamine hydrochloride) (PAH).

In some implementations, the one or more optical struc-
tures include a plasmonic nanoparticle, which can include a
gold nanoparticle, a silver nanoparticle, or other metallic
nanoparticles.

In some implementations, the one or more optical struc-
tures include a quantum dot.

In some implementations, the plasmonic nanoparticle
interacts with the evanescent field through a plasmon-
dielectric coupling.

In some implementations, the wavelength of the guided
light is selected to include a resonance waveguide of the
plasmonic nanoparticle.

In some implementations, the one or more optical struc-
tures include a fluorescent molecule or particle, and the
fluorescent molecule or particle interacts with the evanes-
cent field through a fluorescent interaction.

In some implementations, the optical waveguide includes
a subwavelength optical fiber.

In some implementations, the subwavelength optical fiber
is made of tin oxide (SnO,).

In some implementations, the external force includes one
of: an acoustic wave signal, strain, pressure, and chemical
signals.

In some implementations, the optical force-sensing device
has a displacement sensing resolution of about 1 angstrom.

In some implementations, the optical force-sensing device
has a force sensing resolution of <100 femtonewtons.

In some implementations, the optical force-sensing device
has a force sensing range from femtonewtons to nanonew-
tons.

In some implementations, the one or more compressible
coatings have a total thickness less than 20 nm.

In some implementations, each of the one or more optical
structures has a size less than 100 nm.
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In yet another aspect, a method for making an optical-
mechanical force-sensing device includes the steps of: form-
ing one or more compressible coatings on a surface of an
optical waveguide operable to internally guide light,
wherein the one or more compressible coatings are substan-
tially within an evanescent field range of a guided light of
the optical waveguide; and attaching one or more optical
structures to an external surface of the one or more com-
pressible coatings, wherein each of the one or more optical
structures is configured to emit light based on an interaction
with an evanescent field near the surface of the optical
waveguide to indicate a displacement of the optical structure
relative to the surface of the optical waveguide caused by an
external force exerted on the optical structure.

In some implementations, the one or more compressible
coatings are configured to be compressed by the optical
structure when the optical structure displaces by a down-
ward force exerted on the optical structure. Further, the one
or more compressible coatings are configured to be stretched
when the optical structure displaces by an upward force
exerted on the optical structure.

In yet another aspect, the disclosed technology provides a
process for performing an optical-mechanical force-sensing.
The disclosed force-sensing process starts by obtaining an
optical sensor that is comprises of: an optical waveguide
operable to internally guide light; one or more compressible
coatings formed on a surface of the optical waveguide, and
configured to be substantially within an evanescent field of
the guided light of the optical waveguide; and one or more
optical structures attached to an external surface of the one
or more compressible coatings in the evanescent field. The
process then guides a light through the optical waveguide to
cause each of the one or more optical structures to emit light
based on an interaction with an evanescent field near the
surface of the optical waveguide. Next, the process deter-
mines a displacement of the optical structure relative to the
surface of the optical waveguide caused by an external force
exerted on the optical structure. Finally, the process converts
the determined displacement into a force which causes the
displacement of the optical structure.

In some implementations, the process determines the
displacement of the optical structure by: measuring an
intensity of the emitted light from the optical structure in the
far field of the emitted light; and converting the measured
intensity into the displacement of the optical structure rela-
tive to the surface of the optical waveguides.

In some implementations, prior to converting the mea-
sured intensity into the displacement of the optical structure,
the process calibrates a relationship between a scattering
intensity by the optical structure and a distance of the optical
structure relative to the surface of the optical waveguides.

In some implementations, the process determines the
displacement of the optical structure by: measuring a total
intensity of the emitted lights from the one or more optical
structures; and converting the total intensity into the dis-
placement of the optical structure relative to the surface of
the optical waveguide.

In some implementations, the process determines the
displacement of the optical structure by independently mea-
suring an intensity of the emitted light from each of the one
or more optical structures.

In some implementations, the process determines the
displacement of the optical structure by: measuring an
intensity of the transmitted light through the optical wave-
guide at the output end of the optical waveguide; and



US 9,459,163 B2

5

converting the measured intensity into the displacement of
the optical structure relative to the surface of the optical
waveguides.

In some implementations, prior to converting the deter-
mined displacement into the force which causes the dis-
placement of the optical structure, the process calibrates a
relationship between the displacement of the optical struc-
ture and an external force exerted on the optical structure
based on mechanical properties of the one or more com-
pressible coats.

In some implementations, the one or more optical struc-
tures include a plasmonic nanoparticle.

In some implementations, the plasmonic nanoparticle
interacts with the evanescent field through a plasmon-
dielectric coupling.

In some implementations, the process selects a wave-
length of the guided light to include a resonance waveguide
of the plasmonic nanoparticle

In some implementations, the one or more optical struc-
tures include a fluorescent molecule or particle, and the
fluorescent molecule or particle interacts with the evanes-
cent field through a fluorescent interaction.

In some implementations, the external force includes one
of: an acoustic wave signal, strain, pressure, cell and chemi-
cal signals.

In yet another aspect, an optical force-sensing device
includes: an optical waveguide operable to internally guide
light; and one or more optical structures configured to hover
above a surface of optical waveguide while at least partially
within the evanescent field of the guided light, wherein each
of the one or more optical structures is configured to emit
light based on an interaction with the evanescent field to
indicate a displacement of the optical structure relative to the
surface of the optical waveguide caused by an external force
exerted on the optical structure.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A illustrates a general setup and mechanism of
operation of the nanoparticle-polymer-waveguide force
transducer in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 1B shows exemplary calibration curves for convert-
ing measured scattering intensity into a force measurement
in accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 1C shows an exemplary schematic of a PEG coated
waveguide with Au nanoparticles which can stretch or
compress PEG chains under applied forces in accordance
with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 1D shows an exemplary process of using pressure
changes to calibrate the fiber force sensor in accordance with
some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 2 presents diagrams of a mechanical polymer com-
pression model showing the partitioning and compression of
the compressible coating layer based on the density of
grafting sites and the curvature of the nanoparticle indenter
in accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 3 A shows the total force on a spherical nanoparticle
(40 nm radius) required to compress 1 A into a PEG brush
coating as a function of molecular weight (or film thickness)
of the chains in the brush for coatings of different elastic
moduli.

FIG. 3B shows changes in coating mechanical properties
as a function of grafting density in accordance with some
embodiments described herein.

FIG. 4A shows force-indentation plots of 2k, 5k, and 10k
MW PEG chains covalently grafted to SiO, substrates and
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their corresponding theoretically calculated indentation
curves in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 4B shows the error between the theoretical curve
from the model and the AFM experimental data, where the
difference between the measured and calculated forces is
plotted against probe indentation.

FIG. 5A shows total displacement vs. nanoparticle size for
different nanoparticle positions within the compressible
coating in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 5B shows images of total displacements for different
sized nanoparticle embedded at various depths in the com-
pressible coating in accordance with some embodiments
described herein.

FIG. 5C shows total displacement vs. nanoparticle diam-
eter for compressible coatings with and without thin silica
coatings in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 5D shows total displacement change vs. nanoparticle
diameter for the silica coated PEG layer system in accor-
dance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 6A illustrates schematic of distance sensing configu-
ration by exciting and collecting signal from individual Au
nanoparticles embedded in the evanescent field of a wave-
guide in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 6B presents a high-resolution transmission electron
micrograph (with a low resolution inset) showing a wave-
guide (WG) coated with 11 PEM layers in accordance with
some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 6C presents a scanning electron micrograph showing
a single Au nanoparticle sitting on a SnO2 nanofiber WG
having a cross-sectional dimension of 200 nm widex200 nm
thick in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 7A presents optical images of individual Au nano-
particles scattering in the evanescent field after depositing 1
(left image) and 21 (right image) polyelectrolyte layers in
accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 7B shows normalized spectra captured from the WG
output (blue trace), a single Au nanoparticle (NP) sitting on
indium tin oxide (ITO) excited under dark-field illumination
(black trace), and a single Au nanoparticle excited with the
evanescent field of a SnO2 WG after depositing 1 (red trace)
and 21 (green trace) polyelectrolyte layers in accordance
with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 7C shows the relative scattering intensity of indi-
vidual Au nanoparticles (normalized by the end facet scat-
tering intensity of the WG) as a function of polyelectrolyte
spacer thickness in accordance with some embodiments
described herein.

FIG. 8A shows a schematic of the configuration of the 3D
FDTD simulations of an individual Au nanoparticle dis-
posed on a WG in accordance with some embodiments
described herein.

FIG. 8B shows YZ cross-sectional power distributions of
the nanoparticle adjacent to the WG surface at different gap
separations (from O to 30 nm) in accordance with some
embodiments described herein.

FIG. 8C shows normalized scattering intensity of single
Au nanoparticles, calculated by the FDTD calculations and
polyelectrolyte experiments, as a function of WG-nanopar-
ticle separation in accordance with some embodiments
described herein.



US 9,459,163 B2

7

FIG. 9A shows a schematic of the molecular tether
between an Au nanoparticle and SnO, WG under fluid flow
in accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 9B shows a schematic of the molecular tether
between an Au nanoparticle and SnO, WG with no flow in
accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 9C illustrates one trace of a single nanoparticle as the
fluid pump is cycled between an “on” and “off” state in
accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 9D shows schematics of a tethered nanoparticle
under different fluidic flows (flow “on” vs flow “off”) in
accordance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 10A shows a schematic of a SnO, optical fiber
coated with polyelectrolyte layers from both a side-view
(left) and cross-section (right) view in accordance with some
embodiments described herein.

FIG. 10B shows transmission electron micrographs of a
SnO, WG with 5 polyelectrolyte bilayers in accordance with
some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 10C shows transmission electron micrographs of a
SnO,WG with 10 polyelectrolyte bilayers in accordance
with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 10D shows polyelectrolyte thickness determined
from TEM as a function of the number of layers in accor-
dance with some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 11A shows fluorescence (FL) images of FITC
pumped with the evanescent field of a WG after depositing
3 (top) and 10 (bottom) PE bilayer spacers between the WG
and final PAH-FITC layer in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein.

FIG. 11B shows fluorescence intensities at 7 different
locations along the WG used in FIG. 10A in accordance with
some embodiments described herein.

FIG. 11C shows raw FITC fluorescence intensity as a
function of PEM thickness in accordance with some
embodiments described herein.

FIG. 11D shows FITC fluorescence collected under epi-
illumination showing the increase in signal due to the
decrease in the fluorescence quenching and increase in total
surface area of the fiber in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein.

FIG. 12A shows near-field profiling data compiled from
the results of the PEM experiments and 3D FDTD simula-
tions in accordance with some embodiments described
herein.

FIG. 12B shows power (time-averaged Poynting vector)
distributions near the bare and PEM-coated WG in accor-
dance with some embodiments described herein.

Like reference symbols and designations in the various
drawings indicate like elements.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Techniques, systems, and devices are disclosed for mea-
suring extremely small forces (e.g., around or below picone-
wtons) generated by various stimuli such as sound/acoustic
signals, pressure, strain, cells, and chemicals.

In one aspect, the disclosed technology can include an
optical waveguide force sensor that can monitor the position
of optical structures or optical transmitters (e.g., plasmonic
nanoparticle, fluorescent objects) embedded in the evanes-
cent field, wherein nano-sized or submicron-sized optical
structures or optical transmitters can provide sensitive feed-
back on their distance from the waveguide surface. For
example, since the intensity of the optical field decays
exponentially away from the surface of the waveguide, it can
be used to track the position of an object outside the surface
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of the waveguide that either scatter or fluoresce in the field.
The stronger the decay, or the more non-linear the optical
response of the optical structure or the optical transmitter is
to the field, the better the sensitivity of the fiber. The position
of the object outside the surface of the waveguide can be
changed due to a force exerted onto the object and this
change of the object position is based on the magnitude of
the force.

In another aspect, the disclosed technology can include an
optical-mechanical force-sensing device that can detect very
small force magnitudes. The force-sensing device can
include an optical waveguide for internally guiding a light
through; one or more compressible coatings formed on a
surface of the optical waveguide while substantially embed-
ded in an evanescent field of the guided light of the optical
waveguide. The force-sensing device can also include one or
more optical structures attached to an external surface of the
one or more compressible coatings in the evanescent field.
During a force detection operation, each of the one or more
optical structures can emit light based on an interaction with
the evanescent field to indicate a displacement of the optical
structure relative to the surface of the optical waveguide
caused by an external force exerted on the optical structure.
An optical detector can be positioned in the far field of the
emitted light to measure the intensity of the emitted light
from the optical structure. The measured intensity can be
converted into the displacement of the optical structure or
optical transmitter relative to the surface of the optical
waveguide, wherein the displacement can be subsequently
converted into the force that displaced the optical structure.
In the discussion between, the terms “force sensor” and
“force transducer” are used interchangeably.

Highly sensitive platforms for measuring forces at the
nanoscale are becoming increasingly important as research-
ers push the frontiers of chemistry, materials science, biol-
ogy, and medicine. Macroscopically, the characterization of
bulk soft materials is an active area of research for scientists
interested in developing biomaterials that mimic human
tissues or investigating the biomechanical properties of
cellular systems to diagnose diseased states. On the molecu-
lar level, single molecule force spectroscopy techniques
have been employed to study various biochemical processes
and their underlying reaction mechanisms, as well as bind-
ing affinities and cell-cell interactions for medical and phar-
maceutical applications.

Detecting nanoscale forces in such systems often requires
probes as small as the sample of interest to obtain measure-
ments with sufficiently high resolution and sensitivity for
proper characterization. Over the past two decades advances
in scanning probe microscopy (SPM) technologies, optics,
and nanopositioning hardware have yielded ultra-sensitive
techniques such as atomic force microscopy (AFM), optical
tweezers, and magnetic traps, which have been widely used
in the types of applications listed above. In AFM systems a
piezo-actuated stage and controller are used to scan a
micron-sized cantilever probe across the surface of a sample
where interactions (e.g., van der Waals, electrostatic, etc.)
between the probe tip and the surface cause deflections of
the cantilever. These interaction forces can be measured by
reflecting a laser beam off the back of the cantilever and onto
a position-sensitive diode, tracking the magnitude of the
deflections. Optical tweezers use highly focused laser beams
to produce a trapping potential that can hold and controlla-
bly move micron- and nanometer-sized dielectric particles.
Similarly, magnetic traps employ a magnetic field to
manipulate and exert forces on magnetic particles. Both
these trapping platforms, after proper system calibration, can
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accurately measure forces that cause particle displacements
out of the trap center by tracking the particle position under
a microscope.

AFM systems and optical/magnetic traps routinely offer
excellent displacement sensitivities (e.g., 0.5 nm for AFM;
0.1 nm for optical traps; 1 nm for magnetic traps) and force
resolutions (e.g., 10 pN for AFM; 0.1 pN for optical traps,
<0.1 pN for magnetic traps). However, it is extremely
difficult to measure fine nanomechanical phenomena, for
example, inside of a cell or any material, due to the size of
the probes and the complicated mechanical feedback mecha-
nisms. Moreover, multiplexing with scanning probe tech-
niques or tweezer technologies is difficult because of the
complex system integration required. Hence, there is an
immediate need for compact, highly multiplexed, force-
sensing platforms that can be easily inserted into materials
and measure even smaller forces such as sub-piconewton
level forces.

This patent disclosure provides various examples of sys-
tems, devices, and processes for very small magnitude force
sensing using optical structures or optical transmitters, such
as nanoparticles that are attached to a thin polymer coating
embedded within the evanescent field of an optical wave-
guide, such as a nanofiber waveguide. In some implemen-
tations, a proposed force sensing system is configured with
an optical input coupled into an optical waveguide, and one
or more nanoparticles coupled to the waveguide, each of
which serves as an independent force transducer. The pro-
posed force sensing technology achieves a number of advan-
tages over the existing system for nanomechanical analysis,
including but are not limited to: (1) simplifying the mechani-
cal feedback mechanism; (2) reducing the size of the trans-
ducer to <300 nm; and (3) allowing for high-throughput data
collection.

In the following discussion, a mechanical “compression”
model is provided for the nanoparticles coupled to a
mechanically compliant waveguide coating layer (or simply
“coating” or “cladding” hereinafter) and for the force detec-
tion resolution and capabilities of such a system. The
compression model is then used to compare the proposed
force sensing system with AFM force-mapping systems on
thin polymer coatings. The results indicate the proposed
system can compete with state-of-the-art AFM and trapping
systems in terms of displacement sensitivity and force
resolution, but does not require elaborate scanning stages or
controller setups, direct light exposure to the sample, or
multiple cantilevers or beam wastes for simultaneous mea-
surements
Optical-Mechanical Force Transducers

FIG. 1A illustrates a general setup and mechanism of
operation of the nanoparticle-polymer-waveguide force
transducer 100 in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. As can be seen in FIG. 1A, force trans-
ducer 100 includes an optical waveguide 102 coated with a
layer of compressible coating 104 of thickness d,, (coating
104 is shown in the insets of FIG. 1A). In one embodiment,
optical waveguide 102 is a subwavelength optical wave-
guide. In a particular embodiment, the subwavelength opti-
cal waveguide is made of tin oxide (Sn0O,). An optical input
106 is coupled into optical waveguide 102 from the left and
propagates to and exits out of the right side of the waveguide
102. In a particular embodiment, compressible coating 104
is substantially embedded in the decaying evanescent field
108 of the subwavelength optical waveguide 102.

In some embodiments, compressible coating 104 includes
a polymer coating. Examples of the polymeric compressible
coating 104 can include polyethylene glycol (PEG), deoxy-
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ribonucleic acid (DNA), siloxane derivatives (e.g., polydim-
ethylsiloxane), polyvinyl derivatives (e.g., polyvinyl
butyral), and polyester derivatives (e.g., polyethylene
terephthalate). In some embodiments, compressible coating
104 comprises one or more compressible layers.

Fiber optic force transducer 100 also includes plasmonic
nanoparticles 110 (e.g., 50-100 nm diameter gold spheres)
that are coupled to the high-refractive index waveguide via
the thin compressible coating 104. Each nanoparticle 110 is
shown at least partially embedded within the evanescent
field 108 surrounding the waveguide 192. In some embodi-
ments, the entire nanoparticle 110 can be positioned within
the evanescent field 108. In some other embodiments, only
the bottom portion of the nanoparticle 110 is inside the
evanescent field 108. Forces acting on the nanoparticles
cause their indentations into the compressible polymer coat-
ing 104 and thus change the particle-waveguide separation
distances and the intensity of light they scatter. In the
example of FIG. 1A, F, on the sphere on the left is greater
than F, on the sphere on the right. Hence, the indentation
caused by F, is greater than the indentation cause by F,. The
schematic is not drawn to scale. While FIG. 1A shows two
nanoparticles, other implementations of the optic force
transducer can have one or more nanoparticles.

To measure forces with the force transducer 100, the
compressible coating 104 serves as a mechanical resistance,
or spring, that supports and holds nanoparticles 110, i.e., the
optical transducers, at a specific location within the optical
field. For example, a movement away (negative force) or
toward (positive force) the waveguide surface would there-
fore be quantified by a decrease or increase, respectively, in
the scattering intensity of the nanoparticles (shown as Ig-,
and I, in FIG. 1A). A compressible coating can be depos-
ited with controlled thicknesses and densities which allows
the elastic modulus of the layer to be tuned to a desirable
values, for example, for hydrogels (e.g., polyelectrolyte
films) or PEG this value can be below 50 kPa. With the
distance sensitivity of the evanescent field at 1 angstrom,
this fiber optic force sensing system is capable of detecting
sub-piconewton forces. Because the optical structures or
optical transmitters, compressible coatings, and waveguide
surface are all chemically modifiable, the fiber optic force
transducer 100 can be configured to detect forces from
stimuli including but not limited to: acoustic wave signals,
pressure, strain, and chemicals.

FIG. 1A also shows an exemplary schematic of a polymer
coating (such as PEG) which can be compressed to different
amount (d, and d,) due to the different external forces F, and
F,. The change in scattering intensity can also be measured
by monitoring the transmitted light I,,,,,,,,,, which would show
a decrease (increase) in signal upon a positive (negative)
force. By placing a compressible coating 104 between the
optical structures or optical transmitters and the waveguide
surface, the local forces can be monitored with high sensi-
tivity.

The distance response of nanoparticles 110 moving in the
evanescent field 108 of the waveguide 102 can be measured
both under resonant and non-resonant conditions. The non-
resonant measurement can include detecting fluorescent
emission, which has been found to have a spatial sensitivity
of approximately 1 nm. In contrast, the resonant measure-
ment can include sensing plasmonic nanoparticles resonate
with the wavelength in the waveguide, which has shown 1
A sensitivity, a significant enhancement in tracking the
nanoparticles movement over the fluorescent sensing.

For example, in a dynamic environment where a single
molecule DNA tether is linked between the waveguide and
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plasmonic nanoparticle, angstrom-level distance sensitivity
has been recorded when the tether is compressed or
stretched due to fluid forces acting on the nanoparticle. This
enhanced distance sensitivity can be contributed to plasmon-
dielectric coupling effects between the metal nanoparticles
and the waveguide surface. More specifically, upon plas-
monic excitation via the evanescent-field of the waveguide,
the dipoles in the metal induce dipoles in the neighboring
dielectric, which in turn significantly increases the scattering
cross-section of the metal particle when it is within about 10
nm of the waveguide surface. Conversely, non-plasmonic
optical structures or optical transmitters such as quantum
dots or fluorescent molecules typically only track the optical
power decay (i.e., |EI?, where E is the electric field strength
of the electromagnetic wave) of the evanescent field. It has
been found that the distance-dependent scattering cross-
section of the plasmonic optical structures or optical trans-
mitters summed with the decaying near-field can produce
decay constants of the total scattering signal, I, that are
over an order of magnitude smaller than those produced by
non-plasmonic materials.

By leveraging the steeper scattering (I,.) Decay of the
Plasmonic Particles, angstrom-level spatial sensitivity can
be achieved which is comparable to that of optical traps. To
convert the distance measurements into a force measure-
ment, a distance-dependent mechanical feedback for the
nanoparticle is needed. In some implementations, this con-
version can be realized with a compressible coating that is
not only thin, but also mechanically compliant, such as a
polymer brush (or “brush” hereinafter), a hydrogel film, or
a self-assembled polyelectrolyte multilayer (PEM) coating.
More specifically, a calibration process may be used to
characterize the relationship between the force acting on the
plasmonic transmitter and its indentation into the compress-
ible coating, F, (Az), wherein Az=t-d (where t is the com-
pressible coating thickness and d is the particle-waveguide
separation distance). Because the measured optical trans-
mission of the scattering intensity I . can be calibrated and
correlated with particle-waveguide separation distance d, the
measured scattering intensity I can then be correlated with
F,, and the force acting on the nanoparticles can be read out
in real time by simply monitoring the depths of the optical
modulation.

FIG. 1B shows exemplary calibration curves for convert-
ing measured scattering intensity I, into a force measure-
ment in accordance with some embodiments described
herein. More specifically, modulations in the collected scat-
tering signals relative to their baseline signals (when no
force acts on the particles) are used to measure small
displacements of the nanoparticle optical sensor relative to
the waveguide (the left plot in FIG. 1B). Once displacements
are obtained, the force can be quantified based on a prede-
termined force-indentation relationship for the compressible
coating (the right plot in FIG. 1B). This force-indentation
relationship can be obtained using calibrated force transduc-
ers such as an AFM or optical/magnetic trap.

As mentioned above, two scattering intensity I, detection
modes are possible using the proposed optical-mechanical
force sensing design: (1) the scattering intensity is measured
directly from each individual nanoparticle in the far-field to
obtain a multiplexed readout; or (2) the transmission through
the fiber optic can be detected which will be modulated by
the nanoparticles movements for in situ measurements. For
example, for the system of FIG. 1A, either I, and I, are
monitored for multiplexed real-time signal detection, or
L,..spuc 1s monitored for transmission experiments if all nano-
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particles move in phase (not shown). Note that signals in the
two modes of detection will modulate in opposite directions
for a given force.

To measure forces with the optical structures or optical
transmitters embedded in the evanescent field, there can be
some sort of mechanical resistance, or spring, that holds the
optical structures or optical transmitters at a specific location
within the optical field. For example, any movement away
(negative force) or towards (positive force) the waveguide
surface would therefore be quantified by a decrease or
increase, respectively, in the scattering intensity of the
particle (as shown in FIG. 1C). FIG. 1C shows an exemplary
schematic of a PEG coated waveguide with Au nanoparticles
which can stretch or compress PEG chains under applied
forces in accordance with some embodiments described
herein. The bottom image in FIG. 1C shows a PEG silane
molecule grafted to the SnO, surface. The change in scat-
tering intensity can also be measured by monitoring the
transmitted light which would show a decrease (increase) in
signal upon a positive (negative) force. By placing a com-
pressible coating between the optical structures or optical
transmitters and waveguide surface, the local forces can be
monitored with high sensitivity. Examples of such com-
pressible coating include polyethylene glycol (PEG), deoxy-
ribonucleic acid (DNA), siloxane derivatives (e.g., polydim-
ethylsiloxane), polyvinyl derivatives (e.g., polyvinyl
butyral), and polyester derivatives (e.g., polyethylene
terephthalate). A PEG coating can be deposited with con-
trolled thicknesses and densities which allows the elastic
modulus of the layer to be tuned to values below 50 kPa.
With the distance sensitivity of the evanescent field at 1
angstrom, this fiber optic force sensing platform should be
capable of detecting sub-piconewton forces. Because the
optical structures or optical transmitters, compressible coat-
ings, and waveguide surface are all chemically modifiable,
the fiber optics can be encoded to detect forces from stimuli
such as acoustic signals, pressure, strain, and chemicals.

The disclosed technology can address plasmon-dielectric
coupling effects, for example, by including a compressible
coating between the particle and waveguide. Exemplary
schematics are shown in FIG. 1C to illustrate the effect of
forces on a plasmonic nanoparticle attached to a soft,
compressible coating. As can be seen in FIG. 1C, a positive
(i.e., downward) force causes the Au nanoparticle to com-
press down the PEG coating and generate a stronger scat-
tering intensity. In contrast, a negative (i.e., upward) force
causes the Au nanoparticle to stretch up the PEG coating and
generate a weaker scattering intensity.

The disclosed technology can include polymer coated
fibers decorated with plasmonic optical structures or optical
transmitters, and can test their force sensitivity. To calibrate
the system, fluidic and/or gas pressure can be implemented
to apply controlled forces to the functionalized fibers. The
disclosed fiber optic force sensor and transducer devices and
systems can be configured to be extremely sensitive to
forces. For example, the evanescent field profiling data and
first-order approximations on how much a polymer can
compress under force (using known values for the elastic
modulus of various polymers) can be used to deduce such
forces. For example, as shown in FIG. 1D, pressure changes
can be used to calibrate the fiber force sensor. Under no
pressure (fluidic or gas) the scattering intensity 1..,y<I ..,
since the particle is further away from the surface of the
waveguide. Likewise, the transmitted signal 1,,,.,y>1, .2
since the optical structures or optical transmitters will be
extracting less light out of the fiber when no force is being
applied.
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Note that while we describe force transducer 100 having
the nanoparticles 110 directly attached to the surface of the
compressive layers, other embodiments of the force trans-
ducer can have one or more nanoparticles suspended or
hovering above the surface of the optical waveguide. In
these embodiments, a magnetic force or an electrostatic
force may be used to keep the one or more nanoparticles
suspended/hovering above the surface of optical waveguide.
However, the one or more nanoparticles remain positioned
at least partially within the evanescent field of the wave-
guide, and each of the one or more nanoparticles is config-
ured to emit light based on an interaction with the evanes-
cent field to indicate a displacement of the nanoparticles
relative to the surface of the optical waveguide caused by an
external force exerted on the nanoparticles. In these embodi-
ments, the compressive coatings shown in FIG. 1A may be
omitted.

Mechanical Model of Force Transducers

To compare the proposed optical-mechanical force sens-
ing system with existing nanomechanical instruments, it is
necessary to develop a mechanical model for predicting the
force resolutions and dynamic ranges of the proposed sys-
tem. Ideally, the model can not only predict the sensitivities
of the system, but also provide guidance for experimental
tuning of the mechanical properties of the compressible
coating. In one embodiment, a primarily mechanistic
approach is used to formulate the model and based its inputs
on actual measurable parameters of the compressible coat-
ing, such as the elastic modulus, thickness, grafting density,
and chain molecular weight (i.e., E, t, 0, and MW, respec-
tively). To guide the model development, specific assump-
tions can be made about the properties of the compressible
coating a priori, which include: (1) achieving a high force
sensitivity would require the compressible coating material
to be soft (i.e., E is small), (2) for simplicity the compress-
ible coating is stressed only in the linearly elastic regime
(ie., E is constant with varying F, ), and (3) the accuracy
and reproducibility of measurements requires that the com-
pressible coating be strained without plastic deformation and
that its mechanical properties do not change under repeated
loadings (E is constant with Az and time).

Furthermore, versatility of the compressible coating in a
real system may be dictated by the compressible coating’s
stability in different environments such as cyclic wet and dry
conditions and solutions of various ionic strengths. Because
a practical model should be able to predict the behavior in
a real system, the model is validated by mechanically testing
real polymer coating and comparing the experimental and
theoretical (model) data. In one implementation, the poly-
mer systems chosen to calibrate and validate the model
include thin polyethylene glycol (PEG) brushes, which have
mechanical properties that have been well characterized.
PEG brushes have also been shown to be stable in many
different environments and their non-fouling properties can
be ideal for measurements on biological materials. These
qualities make them an excellent candidate to investigate the
performance of the optical-mechanical structures.

In some embodiments, modeling the mechanical process
of indenting a compressible coating with a plasmonic nano-
particle transmitter/transducer involves first considering the
problem of elastic contact between two bodies as developed
by Hertz. In the problem formulation, the bodies initially
contact at a single point. When a load is applied to the
system and pushes the bodies together, it causes each of the
two bodies to deform. As the bodies deform, the area of
contact, A_,,,,..., also increases in size. For any given load
the total deformation of each body is a function of its
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respective geometry and mechanical properties, which
determines the spatial distribution of that load on A__, .-
The overall indentation, Az, is the sum of the deformations
of both bodies.

FIG. 2 presents diagrams of a mechanical polymer com-
pression model showing the partitioning and compression of
the compressible coating layer based on the density of
grafting sites and the curvature of the nanoparticle indenter
in accordance with some embodiments described herein.
Each cylindrical partition represents a single chain that is
modeled as a linearly elastic spring with stiffness dependent
on the modulus of the film, the grafting density of chains,
and the average molecular weight. Top and side views show
relevant parameters used in the model. The pink cylinders
are those under compression.

More specifically, in the model of FIG. 2, the nanoparticle
is represented by a rigid sphere while the coating is modeled
as a flat elastic layer of uniform thickness on top of a flat,
rigid substrate in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. The illustrated geometry in FIG. 2 has
been studied extensively and solutions of the contact prob-
lem relating total applied force to indentation distance have
been formulated analytically by others. These solutions (as
well as others that include correction factors for physically
relevant systems) are widely utilized to analyze AFM mea-
surements and extract mechanical properties from the F(Az)
curves.

The reverse of the above-described contact problem, i.e.,
to determine the force required for a particular indentation
given the mechanical properties of the system, requires a
hybrid elastic continuum-polymer physics model to study
the nanoparticle-PEG compression mechanics as a function
of physical brush properties and synthesis variables such as
MW, t, and o (chains/nm* or nm~?). Considering the poly-
mer brush as a linearly elastic thin film, in the proposed
model the polymer brush is partitioned into a close-packed
hexagonal array of vertical right cylinders of uniform height
and cross-sectional area, as shown in FIG. 2. This technique
allows for the mechanical analysis of the polymer brush with
respect to its structure, and by imposing scaling laws on the
partitioning scheme that are rooted in polymer physics,
facilitates the use of the model to mechanistically study the
system. In particular, the hexagonal close-packed pattern
ensures that the spacing between adjacent cylinders is uni-
form and minimizes the space unaccounted for between
partitioned volumes.

More specifically, each cylinder in FIG. 2 represents the
space occupied by a single chain in the polymer brush and
is regarded as a continuous material with an elastic modulus,
E. To maintain the close-packed configuration, the cross-
sectional area of each cylinder, A_, ... is inversely propor-
tional to the density of grafted chains, o, where the grafting
site of each chain is defined to be at the center of each
cylinder face:

®

Achain = —-
a

The height of each cylinder is assumed to be equal to the
thickness of the coating. Using an existing theory by de
Gennes which assumes a step-function density profile, the
thickness of a polymer brush t is scaled to the spacing
between grafting sites, D:
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where N, is the number of monomers in each chain (chain
molecular weight divided by 44 Da per monomer for PEG)
and a is the size of a single monomer (approximately 3 A).
In the model, the spacing between grafting sites is assumed
to be smaller than the Flory radius of a free chain in solution
(Rz=aN *?) in order for the polymer to be in the brush
structure regime. By examining the array geometry (see
FIG. 2), it can be shown that D is substantially equal to the
diameter of each cylinder cross-section and thereby related
to o by equation (3):

4
D= —
na

Using this equation we can calculate both the height and
cross-sectional area of each cylinder with the same physi-
cally relevant parameter as shown in equation (4).

©)

wo 173

r= M) @

To simplify the model, it is assumed that there are no
interactions between adjacent chains or between the nano-
particle and the substrate (e.g., van der Waals or other
electrostatic forces). In this way, the compression of a single
chain within the brush is reduced to a basic mechanical
problem that involves the uniaxial compression of a linearly
elastic rod. A simple rearrangement of Hooke’s law provides
the basis for the force-deformation relationship for each
individual cylinder, i:

1.08E 5

_ (EAchain)y . _ 4\1? E A = A
f"‘( 7 )Z"‘ (;) (Nma5/3o'4/3) Zf:(NmaS/so%] %

where Az, is a function of the cylinder’s local position under
the curvature of the spherical indenter. We consider that only
those chains whose grafting site lies within the contact area,
A aer €an be compressed by the particle. To calculate the
average number of chains compressed, N, for a given
contact area, the process divides A, by Ay paie (S6€
FIG. 2, Top View) to account for the empty space between
cylinders. Within A_, 5, there are exactly three cylinders
so N is given by equation (6).

©

_ Acontact T

N =
23

Based on the problem of elastic contact outlined previ-
ously, A_,,,;... 1s a function of Az,, . (the indentation distance
at the apex of the indenter) as shown in equation (7), which
is derived assuming a spherical indenter:

4 TR =R~ (R AZ,0) ] M

where R, and R,, are the radii of the contact area and of the
spherical nanoparticle, respectively. The Supporting Infor-
mation section of this disclosure provides more detailed
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derivations of (6) and (7). Finally, by summing the force
contributions of all chains compressed, the total force on the

nanoparticle, F,,,, can be obtained in equation (8):

®

N X s E N
Fo=3 0= ) |3) (o = 2

i=1

Examining the term in brackets, k, for congruence with
phenomenological observations can give insight on the
validity of the model formulation. Here k represents the
stiffness of each cylinder, and one needs to inspect how it
changes based on the physical properties of the coating.
Observing equation (8), first consider the film modulus, E.
It is reasonable to assume that the stiffness is directly
proportional to E because the cylinder is of the same
material as the bulk coating. It is important to note though
that while E is a material property of the coating, k is not
because its value changes with the amount of polymer under
compression within each cylinder. As the coating thickness
(the denominator term of k) increases, the cylinder stiffness
decreases, which is reasonable considering previous studies
characterizing the force-indentation curves of PEG brushes
of different molecular weights.

Physically, an increase in the brush thickness is either a
result of stretching the chains if the mass of the film is
constant or of increasing the chain length (i.e., increasing
MW, where the polymer is a linear chain of monomers). For
the former case, stretching the chains would decrease the
entropy of the system and is thus a nonspontaneous process
that requires an input of energy. The more stretched a chain
becomes, the greater is the deviation from its unstressed
equilibrium state and the larger is the energy requirement for
elongation. Likewise, it follows that contraction of an
already stretched chain results in an increase in the chain
entropy and is a spontaneous process that releases energy.
Also a chain that is stretched to a longer distance should
release more energy than a minimally stretched chain when
compressed by a given distance towards its equilibrium
length. In a brush structure, the lateral confinement of the
grafted chains effectively results in their elongation away
from the grafting surface because the only degree of free-
dom available for expansion is in the longitudinal direction.
Compression of the brush thus returns the chains back to
their unstretched state and should be easier with chains that
are more stretched (i.e., thicker films). For the latter case,
increasing the chain length would result in an increase in
entropy of the system if the polymer chains were not
confined to a particular footprint because the addition of
monomers increases the chain’s conformational degrees of
freedom. Furthermore, as the chain length increases, so does
its unconfined radius of gyration, R,. However, imposing a
constant lateral confinement on the chain to a footprint of
A, (similarly, maintaining a constant D) while increasing
R, results in a decrease in entropy proportional to the
difference between R, and D. Thus the same entropic argu-
ment used for stretching the chain in the constant mass case
holds true here.

The above-described trends can be depicted by a param-
eter sweep based on the formulated model as shown in FIG.
3 A, which shows the total force on a spherical nanoparticle
(40 nm radius) required to compress 1 A into a PEG brush
coating as a function of molecular weight (or film thickness)
of the chains in the brush for coatings of different elastic
moduli. As can be seen in FIG. 3A, increasing from blue



US 9,459,163 B2

17

curve to red curve: E={1, 50, 100:100:1000} kPa. The scale
of the thickness axis can be dependent on the grafting
density of the brush. The thickness equivalents of molecular
weight are scaled for a density of 0.5 chains/nm?. This result
shows the theoretical force resolution of the device assum-
ing a 1 A displacement sensitivity. Multiple curves are
shown for different moduli, and depending on the chain
density of the brush the molecular weight can be scaled (e.g.,
using de Gennes theory) for an estimate of the brush
thickness; which has been done here for a nominal chain
density of 0.5 nm~> (see Methods section for a brief descrip-
tion of the general plotting technique).

A further examination of the chain density parameter in
the model suggests that an increase in the grafting density
causes a reduction in the stiffness of each chain (cylinder)
and consequently a decrease in force on the nanoparticle for
a given indentation distance. This contradicts what is
observed experimentally, but studying the effects of varying
a in the model requires a more thorough analysis to under-
stand how this unexpected discrepancy arises in the model.
First consider that a and t are proportional to one another as
shown in equation (4). Increasing the grafting density elon-
gates the chains relative to their unconfined conformation
and increases the chain thickness, which leads us back to the
results of the thermodynamic arguments described earlier
for stretching a chain of constant molecular weight. The
force required to compress each cylinder is also a function
of its cross-sectional area as shown in equation (1). This
trend is a result of the close-packed partitioning scheme
employed in the model which requires that the cross-
sectional area of each chain is inversely proportional to o. It
is reasonable to assume that the force required to compress
a continuous material increases as the cross-section of the
material increases if the stress applied is held constant.
Substituting both equation (1) and (4) into the stiffness
equation shows that k actually decreases faster with increas-
ing a than it does with increasing thickness alone (with o2
for k versus o® for t) as per equation (8).

FIG. 3B shows changes in coating mechanical properties
as a function of grafting density in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. The right, top plot in FIG.
3B shows that the overall chain stiffness decreases as o
increases and that the stiffness at any given chain density
increases with decreasing molecular weight. The right, top
plot in FIG. 3B also shows that individual chain stiffness for
coatings of varying MW (E=500 kPa) increases from blue
curve to red curve: MW={1,3,57,10} kDa. What has not yet
been accounted for is that the number of chains compressed,
N, in a given contact area increases as the chains become
more closely packed together.

The right, bottom plot in FIG. 3B shows that N is linearly
proportional to the chain density and also increases with the
radius of the indenter (see equation (6)). Total number of
chains compressed for nanoparticles of different R, ,
(Az,,,.~1 A) increases from blue curve to red curve: R, ={5,
15,25,35,50} nm. So while the stiffness of each chain
decreases as the chain density increases, the total number of
chains being compressed increases in the summation, rep-
resenting two competing contributions to the total force
acting on the nanoparticle transducer. However, because the
per-chain stiffness decreases faster with increasing a than the
number of compressed chains increases (regardless of MW
or R, ), the force still has an overall decreasing trend as
shown in FIG. 3B, left plot for coatings of varying molecular
weight and an indenter radius of 40 nm. More specifically,
the left plot in FIG. 3B shows force sensitivity of nanopar-
ticle transducer as a function of chain grafting density for
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films of different PEG molecular weight (40 nm radius
particle, Az, , =1 A) increases from blue curve to red curve:
MW={1000:1000:10000} Da. The cross-hatched region
indicates where the spacing between grafting sites, D, is
greater than the Flory radius, R, and thus by de Gennes
theory the polymer cladding is not in the brush regime and
the model is not applicable. D>0.5R is indicated by the
line-shaded region and includes the D>R region.

From the graphs in FIGS. 3A and 3B, it is evident that one
of the main parameters of interest for tuning the mechanical
properties of the coating and optimizing the transducer’s
force resolution is the chain molecular weight. The other
physical parameters of the brush such as E, t, and o are
generally difficult to control experimentally or cannot be
independently adjusted without changing one of the other
film parameters. For example, while the coating modulus is
a direct way of improving the device resolution that is
independent of the other parameters in the model, E is
difficult to tune and predict accurately based on synthesis
conditions. Changing the composition of the polymers in the
brush may be one way to vary E without considering other
coating options (e.g., PEMs or hydrogels), but may also
require model adjustment to account for a different coating
microstructure.

It can be shown that the coating thickness is intrinsically
related to the molecular weight of the chains in the brush as
well as the density of grafting sites, and that the force
resolution improves as the thickness increases. Thickness,
however, is a parameter that is impractical to use for
predicting the mechanical properties of the transducer
because it is difficult to measure experimentally, and any
number of combinations of MW and o can result in the same
thickness. Considering MW independently, it is a parameter
that is known very different from (with error accounting for
the polydispersity of the individual chain lengths) o, which
relies on the dynamics of the grafting reaction and should be
calculated after synthesis based on brush thickness measure-
ments and bulk material densities. Furthermore, MW can be
easily tuned during the synthesis of the brush by simple
choosing another commercially available chain of different
length for the grafting reaction. FIG. 3A also shows that as
the molecular weight of the brush increases, not only does
the force resolution improve, but its variation as a result of
different coating moduli decreases as well. Moreover,
although the previous analysis of the grafting density high-
lighted a non-phenomenological trend in the model, an
increasing molecular weight also correlates with smaller
force variations with varying o. In fact, considering that
experimental ranges for the grafting densities typically lie
between about 0.3 nm™ and 1.2 nm™2, and that by the de
Gennes restriction D must be smaller than R (see FIG. 3B)
to be in the brush regime, changes in force sensitivity due to
variations in o are at most 20 N (for D<0.5 R) and can be
minimized by using a chain with a larger MW.

Despite of the above results, the molecular weight of the
coating cannot be increased indefinitely because the 1 A
sensitivity of the device still relies on the proximity of the
nanoparticle to the waveguide surface. Thus, the polymer
coating thickness needs to be optimized, via chain molecular
weight, to be sufficiently thin to yield the highest optical
signal-to-noise ratio for the transducer, while still being
thick enough to allow for a high force resolution that is not
drastically altered by slight variations in the brush’s elastic
modulus or grafting density. If the coating is restricted to a
maximum thickness of 15 nm, the longest brush that can be
used (following equation (4) and assuming a minimum
achievable grafting density of 0.3 nm™2) is about 8000 Da.



US 9,459,163 B2

19

For a thickness of 10 nm, the maximum molecular weight
applicable in an exemplary system is about 5300 Da.

To validate the accuracy of the model for predicting force
sensitivities of real PEG brush systems, AFM indentation
experiments are performed on thin PEG films of various
molecular weights. While we expect that the real force
resolution of the device is still much smaller than can be
verified by AFM measurements alone, here we aim for an
order of magnitude estimate of the force sensitivity, which
is within the capabilities of AFM. The moduli, grafting
densities, and molecular weights of the real films are input
back into the model and the theoretical curves are compared
to the experimental data. The elastic modulus of each
coating may be first calculated by fitting the indentation
curves to another model developed by Dimitriadis. Chain
grafting density can be calculated using the analysis
described by Zdyrko while the required dry thickness mea-
surements for the calculation are obtained by ellipsometry.

FIG. 4A shows force-indentation plots of 2k, 5k, and 10k
MW PEG chains covalently grafted to SiO, substrates (scat-
ter plot) and their corresponding theoretically calculated
indentation curves (lines) in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein. Force as a function of nanoparticle
indentation into the PEG brush. AFM data shown as scat-
tering points for 2k (black), 5k (red), and 10k (blue) molecu-
lar weight films. Experimental measurements were obtained
using a 20 nm radius tip in 1xPBS buffer. Theoretical curves
calculated using MW, experimentally calculated o, and
extracted film elastic moduli are shown as solid lines; with
the colors correlating with the experimental data. The
shaded region around each theoretical curve represents the
model uncertainty based on the error associated with the
modulus calculated for each film. The films were indented
using a conical AFM tip with a 20 nm radius in a 1xPBS
solution to minimize substrate effects on the cantilever. The
shaded regions around each curve represent the uncertainty
in the model results that stems from the error in the experi-
mentally extracted elastic moduli of each film. A 20 nm
indenter radius was also used in the theoretical calculation.

Comparing the experimental and theoretical force-inden-
tation curves, the model accurately captures the relative
magnitude trend of the force-indentation curves for the PEG
based on the molecular weight of each film. Upon further
inspection, the curves can be divided into three regimes
based on the indentation distance into the film. FIG. 4B
shows the error between the theoretical curve from the
model and the AFM experimental data, where the difference
between the measured and calculated forces is plotted
against probe indentation. The solid horizontal line is zero
error between the experimental curve and the model predic-
tion. In the range of 0 to 1 nm indentation (shaded gray), the
force error is generally smaller than the 10 pN force reso-
Iution of the AFM (dotted line). Above 2.7 nm (also gray),
the errors of the 2k curve begins to decrease, showing an
underestimation of the underlying physics of the system.
Below a 2.7 nm indentation, the error of the model is within
30 pN (dashed line). This same underestimation is seen
above a 3.5 nm indentation for the 5k and 10k curves (region
not marked). For all molecular weights tested, the error is for
the most part below 10 pN up to an indentation distance of
1 nm (left gray region). This is identified as the small
indentation regime where the force sensitivity of the device
will be high, but the optical readout will be more difficult
due to the larger signal-to-noise ratio associated with par-
ticles farther from the waveguide surface. Because AFM
data cannot accurately resolve forces smaller than this, it is
difficult to use this technique alone to validate the force
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resolution of our proposed device experimentally (FIG. 4A
shows that below a 1 nm indentation it is difficult to
distinguish between the AFM curves of different molecular
weight). However, with such a small discrepancy between
the experimental and theoretical curves we are confident that
the developed model provides a good estimate of the mini-
mum force resolution of the proposed device.

At larger indentations, the AFM curves show a clear
distinction between films of different MW. FIG. 4B shows
that the error between the proposed model and the experi-
mental data begins to become more negative for the 2k film
above an indentation of 2.7 nm (right gray region) and for
the Sk and 10k films, above an indentation of 3.5 nm (region
not distinguished on plot). This increasingly negative error
indicates that the physics of the model underestimates the
true forces required of these indentations. Because the
chain-chain and intra-chain steric repulsion within the film
has been ignored in the model formulation for simplicity,
this error is anticipated. Additionally, because of the parti-
tioning scheme of the model, this high compression regime
is not modeled as a truly continuous material, which could
also contribute to the underestimation of the forces in this
regime. This part of the graph is identified as the large
indentation regime and it makes sense that the indentation
distance to reach this part of the plot would be smaller for
the 2k film than the longer Sk and 10k films because any
indentation distance for the shorter brush constitutes a larger
percentage of film compression compared to the longer
brushes.

In the intermediate indentation region (white on the error
plot) the 2k AFM curve is overestimated by the model while
for the larger MW films the experimental forces are slightly
underestimated. These discrepancies are not completely
understood with regard to the physical mechanisms that
cause the error, but these indentation distances represent the
upper limit of our device’s dynamic range. For the purpose
of validating our proposed model, the small error of £30 pN
(dashed lines) is sufficient to estimate the forces required to
operate our device in this regime where the signal-to-noise
ratio will be high, but the force sensitivity lower.

Despite these experimental limitations for verifying the
proposed model, the model can still be used to estimate the
force resolution of the proposed nanomechanical force trans-
ducer to within 10 pN for small indentations and to within
30 pN at intermediate compressions. Moreover, the study
shows that with the 1 A distance sensitivity achievable by
leveraging the plasmon-dielectric coupling effect, PEG
brushes comprised of linear chains with less than 10 kDa
molecular weight can be utilized to develop devices with
force resolutions on the order of femtonewtons, exceeding
the force resolution of tweezer systems. To analyze the full
dynamic range of the force transducer further work must be
done by adjusting the proposed model to account for steric
repulsion within the brush structure and address electrostatic
and other surface interactions between the substrate and the
nanoparticle transducer. In either case, the platform should
be highly tunable given the wide range of mechanical
properties possible with the polymeric brush claddings.

In addition to the above-described experimental tech-
niques for calibrating optical-mechanical force-sensing
devices, simulations including finite element method (FEM)
and FDTD can also be utilized to understand the plasmon-
dielectric coupling effect in such devices, to predict forces
(e.g., noise) on the nanoparticles induced by fluidic move-
ment, and to evaluate sound/acoustic waves and pressure
interactions with the plasmonic coatings.
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As a first attempt to understand how plasmonic nanopar-
ticle coatings respond to acoustic waves, and observe dis-
placement of the nanoparticles induced from acoustic pres-
sure, an FEM simulation is performed where a fiber
waveguide device is treated as a pure mechanical system.
For the simulation, a fiber is coated with a compressible
coating similar to a PEG layer and a single gold nanoparticle
is placed on or in the coating. The modulus of the PEG, size
of the nanoparticle, frequency of the acoustic wave, and
position of the nanoparticle within the compressible coating
were all variables in the simulations.

FIG. 5 shows FEM simulated data of a sound wave
interacting with a single nanoparticle embedded in a com-
pressible coating that surrounds a nanofiber waveguide. The
fiber is assumed to be placed in a water medium and a 1 Pa
acoustic wave is applied onto the device. FIG. 5A shows
total displacement vs. nanoparticle size for different nano-
particle positions within the compressible coating in accor-
dance with some embodiments described herein. The total
displacement is measured from the point at the bottom of the
nanoparticle (see FIG. 5B) and moves towards the wave-
guide surface as the acoustic wave travels from top to
bottom. The sound pressure and frequency are 1 Pa and 10
kHz, respectively. As indicative in FIG. 5A, there is a
noticeable difference in the displacement depending on how
deep the nanoparticle is immersed in the compressible
coating. In this data the compressible coating has a Young’s
modulus of 50 kPa, the acoustic wave has a frequency of 10
kHz, and the film thickness is allowed to change so that the
distance between the bottom of the nanoparticle and the top
of the waveguide surface is kept constant at 20 nm. The
increase in displacement is likely caused by thicker com-
pressible coating, since a larger immersion (or larger nano-
particle size) requires a thicker coating to maintain the 20
nm gap.

FIG. 5B shows images of total displacements for different
sized nanoparticle embedded at various depths in the com-
pressible coating in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. Red and blue indicates the largest and
smallest displacements, respectively. The colors should not
be used to compare between different images in FIG. 5B
because the scale changes depending on size of the nano-
particle and thickness of the compressible layer. The dis-
placement images in FIG. 5B for different sized nanopar-
ticles and placement clearly show that the larger
displacement is occurring near the surface of the polymer,
which is expected because the wave is traveling from the top
down and the top molecules can move with larger amplitude.
In these images the color (red being the largest displace-
ment, and dark blue being the smallest) indicates the total
displacement at that point.

FIG. 5C shows total displacement vs. nanoparticle diam-
eter for compressible coatings with and without thin (e.g.,
100 nm) silica coatings in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein. The silica coating is deposited on
top of the PEG coating. The data in FIG. 5C shows that when
a harder silica layer is placed on top of the PEG layer, the
displacement increases by nearly a factor of two (0.7 to 1.35
um). FIG. 5D shows total displacement change vs. nano-
particle diameter for the silica coated PEG layer system in
accordance with some embodiments described herein. Data
is shown at two different values for the Young’s modulus of
the PEG layer. The data in FIG. 5D shows that the displace-
ment can be further enhanced by lowing the Young’s modu-
lus of the compressible coating, which scales linearly with
the mechanical properties of the coating. This result suggests
that the response of nanoparticle transducer is highly tun-
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able, but not significantly dependent on the size of the
nanoparticle. The entire layer interacts with the acoustic
layer and the nanoparticles are just present to provide
feedback on their position within the evanescent field. The
simulated displacements are relatively small for a 1 Pa
sound pressure, in the picometer range, but the response of
multiple particles can be used to enhance the signal modu-
lation even at extremely small sound pressures. Because 10s
to 100s of particles may be located in the active region of the
sensor, the cumulative (in-phase) movement of the nano-
particles in response to the acoustic signal could push the
signal level above the noise level even at pascal or sub-
pascal sound pressures.

In summary, the proposed optical-mechanical force trans-
ducer is capable of providing angstrom-level distance sen-
sitivity and femtonewton force resolution. The platform
operates by tracking small plasmonic nanoparticles scatter-
ing in the evanescent field of subwavelength optical wave-
guides. The strong plasmon-dielectric coupling effects
occurring between the nanoparticle and waveguide enhance
the spatial sensitivity by over an order of magnitude com-
pared to materials that only track the power in the near-field.
Thin (<15 nm), compressible coatings such as PEG, hydro-
gels, or PEMs can provide the mechanical feedback for the
nanoparticles. To help predict the force resolution of the
system, a mechanical model is developed for a PEG brush
coating that treats each coating molecule as a compressible
spring and relates the compression of the coating layer by a
nanoparticle to the molecular weight, grafting density, and
elastic modulus of the linear chains that comprise the
cladding. The model was compared to experimental nano-
indentation traces on different molecular weight films using
AFM. The trends predicted with the model agreed well with
the AFM traces for small and intermediate indentations up to
about 2.7 nm, but the theoretical curves deviated from the
experimental data in the non-linear, large indentation
regime. This is likely due to the inter- and intra-molecular
forces that were not included in the model formulation.
However, in the linear regime (which is where the transducer
would be calibrated and used) these effects are minimal and
the model provides a reliable tracking the forces required to
indent a nanoparticle and provides a realistic lower limit for
the resolution of the system. Also extracted from the model
is that molecular weight is the key physical property that is
translatable to the synthesis of PEG coatings and ultimately
tuning the force response of individual nanoparticles. Each
nanoparticle acts as its own independent force transducer,
and the molecular weight can be tuned to optimize the
cladding stiffness and thickness for different force regimes
to detect forces ranging from femtonewtons to nanonewtons.
Therefore, not only can the proposed transducer achieve
higher force resolutions, but it can also access larger
dynamic ranges than either optical/magnetic traps or AFMs
alone.

Exemplary Materials and Modeling Process

Process for Mechanical Model Simulation: Briefly, in the
computational algorithm for the parameter sweeps, first the
A_,.10e; Was calculated based on the indentation distance, Az
(here 1 A). Then the coordinates of the first grafting site
were selected randomly and, depending on the specified
grafting density, the rest of the grafting sites in the close-
packed hexagonal array were calculated relative to that
initial randomly selected point. Az, was then determined for
each cylinder based on its position relative to the center of
A_,,...; assuming that at this center point Az was equivalent
to the indentation distance and the nanoparticle had a
spherical cap shaped indentation profile. Once Az, was
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calculated for each chain whose grafting site was within
A, acr the force to compress each chain was calculated by
multiplying each chain indentation by the chain stiffness, k.
Finally the total force for indentation was calculated by
summing the forces required to compress each chain indi-
vidually. Because of the random nature of selecting the
initial grafting site coordinates, the average total force was
reported for 100 iterations of this algorithm. To check the
program, the average total number of chains compressed
within A_,,,,., was compared to the theoretical value of N
calculated from equation (6).

Polyethylene Glycol Films: PEG was covalently attached
to a silicon chip via a silane coupling reaction to form a
uniform, thin compliant brush. First silicon wafers (111)
were cleaned in piranha solution (H,0,:H,SO, in a 1:3
ratio) at 90° C. for 10 minutes then etched in HF for 5
minutes to completely remove the original surface oxide
layer. The cleaned chips were subsequently soaked in RCA
1 solution (NH,OH:H,0,:H,0, 1:1:5) then RCA 2 solution
(HCI:H,0,:H,0, 1:1:5) at 70° C. for 10 minutes in each
solution respectively to produce a clean native oxide. Each
wafer was then rinsed with milliQ water and dried with
nitrogen. Prior to synthesis, the cleaned chips were treated
with oxygen plasma. Then the silicon oxide surface was
allowed to react with 0.2 mM PEG-silane of a given
molecular weight (brushes comprised of chains with
MW=2k, 5k, and 10k Da were synthesized on different
chips; PEG-silane was purchased from Laysan Bio) in an
anhydrous toluene solution. The reaction was performed in
a dry, air-protected glove box at 50° C. overnight. 0.1% v/v
concentrated HCI was also added to the toluene solution as
a catalyst. After the overnight reaction, the chips were rinsed
in a series of toluene, acetone, methanol, and milliQ water,
then dried with nitrogen and stored in the glove box until
AFM measurements were performed. Aside from the PEG-
silane, all other reagents and solvents used for the brush
synthesis were purchased from Fisher Scientific.

AFM Characterization: A multimode AFM (Veeco Nano-
scope IV) was used to carry out force-indentation experi-
ments in contact mode in 1xPBS to minimize electrostatic
interactions between the cantilever tip and the substrate. The
radius of the tip was determined by contact imaging sharp
features on an RS-12 standard sample from Bruker’®*° and
measured to have a radius of approximately 20 nm. The
spring constant of the cantilever was determined via the
thermal tune method done on a separate Veeco Nanoscope V
controller AFM. The compressible region of the obtained
polymer indentation curves were then fit to the model
developed by Dimitriadis et al. to back out the elastic moduli
of the different brushes synthesized. To experimentally
determine the grafting density of the brush, the dry film
thicknesses were required. Thickness measurements were
made via ellipsometry. The system’s optical sensitivity was
assessed by indentation measurements on a piranha-cleaned
silicon surface in the buffer solution. Surface contact was
determined to be the point at which the standard variation of
the force-indentation curve was larger than 10% of the noise
level in the flat region of the curve representing the system
noise during the cantilever probe’s approach to the sample.
These uncertainties are reflected in the error associated with
the extracted moduli of the different films.

Experimental Mapping of Evanescent Field Decay of Sub-
wavelength Optical WGs

The ability to observe, measure, and manipulate indi-
vidual molecular interactions is highly important to the
understanding of complex chemical pathways, interfacial
dynamics and biological processes. Detailed single molecule
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analyses of conformational changes, intramolecular dis-
tances, and/or adhesion forces are typically carried out by
techniques such as optical tweezers, atomic force micros-
copy, Forster energy transfer schemes, and other molecular
ruler platforms. However, a system that can combine optical
spectroscopy with nano-mechanical manipulation, while
approaching the size of the systems being interrogated, can
help push single molecule analytics beyond current state-
of-the-art techniques. It is therefore necessary to investigate
new materials and devices that have potential of integrating
optics with mechano-chemistry, in particular if the system
can reduce the size of the transducer and offer a direct means
of delivering optical energy to the molecular system of
interest.

In some implementations, to understand the capabilities
of using the near-field of a mode-supporting photonic cavity
to monitor molecular distance, one can investigate light-
matter interactions in the evanescent field of subwavelength
optical waveguides (WGs). One-dimensional dielectric
nanowires offer an excellent platform to study near-field
effects because they have free-standing structures that can be
easily integrated with microfluidics, can propagate light in
highly confined cavities over large distances, and have
tunable dimensions. Furthermore, compared to other total
internal reflection (TIR) mechanisms, optical fibers can be
engineered as mobile probes and be inserted into systems to
provide a distinct advantage for in situ or multidimensional
analysis. Various materials have been used in the fabrication
of subwavelength optical WGs, including semiconductors,
glasses, metals, and polymers. For example, single-crystal-
line semiconductor tin dioxide (S,0,) WGs can be used to
carry out the evanescent wave experiments because of their
large index of refraction (n=2.1, for visible wavelengths),
wide band gap (E,=3.6 eV), and the relative simplicity for
creating biofunctional coatings within the decaying optical
field.

In some implementations, techniques for experimentally
mapping out the decay of the evanescent field of subwave-
length optical WGs involve using self-assembled polyelec-
trolyte multilayer (PEM) coatings (n~1.3-1.5) to incremen-
tally space a fluorescent probe away from the WG surface
with nanometer resolution. The decay constant of 18 nm
matched well with the 20 nm decay determined by finite-
difference time-domain (FDTD) simulations and validated
that fluorescent optical structures or optical transmitters
could be used to provide a distance sensitivity of 0.8£0.2 nm
(in air). Individual fluorescent chromophores can be used to
produce strong optical signals within the evanescent field,
but fluorescent particles such as quantum dots show inter-
mittent fluorescence (i.e., blinking behavior), and fluores-
cent dyes undergo photochemical degradation under pro-
longed illumination in oxygen environments. This makes
intensity vs distance correlations extremely difficult. To go
beyond fluorescent-based experiments and enhance the sen-
sitivity of the platform, light-matter interactions using plas-
monic nanoparticles embedded in the near-field of the nano-
fibers may be used.

FIG. 6A illustrates schematic of distance sensing configu-
ration by exciting and collecting signal from individual Au
nanoparticles embedded in the evanescent field of a wave-
guide in accordance with some embodiments described
herein. When a plasmonic nanoparticle (e.g., gold, silver)
capable of strongly interacting with the guided optical
frequencies enters the evanescent field, the WG treats the
particle as a defect, and photons are expelled from the cavity.
These large optical signals are generated predominately by
elastically scattered photons in resonance with the plasmon
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resonance of the nanoparticle. Furthermore, in addition to
being stronger emitters, plasmonic nanoparticles do not
show emission-induced decay in their optical signals, or
photobleaching, a problem that plagues many organic fluo-
rescent emitters.

To experimentally map out the scattering intensity of
plasmonic nanoparticles embedded in the evanescent field,
self-assembled polyelectrolyte (PEM) coatings are used to
incrementally move individual 80 nm Au nanoparticles
away from the WG surface. The PEM coatings are ideal
spacers because they are optically transparent, provide uni-
form and conformal films, and offer nanometer resolution
(e.g., 2.3 nm per bilayer) in controlling the thickness of the
film. FIG. 6B presents a high-resolution transmission elec-
tron micrograph (with a low resolution inset) showing a WG
coated with 11 PEM layers in accordance with some
embodiments described herein.

Referring back to FIG. 6A, note that a nanofiber WG with
average cross-sectional dimensions of 200 nm widex200 nm
thick is suspended over 25 pmx4 pm deep SiO, microchan-
nels and clamped on the substrate with polydimethylsilox-
ane (PDMS). Poly(ethylenimine) (PEI) was deposited on the
precleaned SnO, WGs as the priming layer, and poly(ally-
lamine hydrochloride) (PAH) and poly-(sodium 4-styrene
sulfonate) (PSS) were deposited as the alternating polyca-
tion and polyanion, respectively. PAH was used as the final
polycation film for stabilizing the interactions between the
nanoparticles and WG due to the negatively charged metal
surface. The WG devices were submersed in the diluted Au
nanoparticle solutions until individual nanoparticles were
attached to the surface without aggregation. FIG. 6C pres-
ents a scanning electron micrograph showing a single Au
nanoparticle sitting on a SnO2 nanofiber WG having a
cross-sectional dimension of 200 nm widex200 nm thick in
accordance with some embodiments described herein.
To launch white light down the WG cavity, the 325 nm line
of a helium cadmium (HeCd) laser was focused on one end
of the WG. The above band edge light from the HeCd

laser generates broad defect (e.g., oxygen vacancies)
emission which is confined and guided down the SnO2
crystal. All scattering measurements were recorded while
the WG was submersed in water. Multiple data points were
taken for each distance by stripping off the PEM coatings
(more detail of this step is provided below) and redepositing
the spacer layer.

Compiled scattering intensities and spectra from the nano-
particles as a function of separation are plotted in FIG. 7,
which show distance-dependent scattering of plasmonic Au
nanoparticles in the evanescent field of SnO2 WGs. FIG. 7A
presents optical images of individual Au nanoparticles scat-
tering in the evanescent field after depositing 1 (left image)
and 21 (right image) polyelectrolyte layers (green arrows) in
accordance with some embodiments described herein. The
WG is suspended over a 25 pm silica channel that has edges
highlighted by the white dashed lines. The bright spot in the
bottom left corner in each image is the output of the WG
(pointed by violet arrows).

FIG. 7B shows normalized spectra captured from the WG
output (blue trace), a single Au nanoparticle (NP) sitting on
indium tin oxide (ITO) excited under dark-field illumination
(black trace), and a single Au nanoparticle excited with the
evanescent field of a SnO2 WG after depositing 1 (red trace)
and 21 (green trace) polyelectrolyte layers in accordance
with some embodiments described herein. The spectra taken
from individual nanoparticles (red and green traces in FIG.
7B) show that wavelengths close to the plasmon resonance
of the nanoparticle are dominantly scattered out of the WG
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as compared to the WG output spectrum (blue trace in FIG.
7B). There is a slight blue shift (»,,,;,~570 nm) for the
nanoparticles excited with the evanescent field, compared to
the dark-field spectrum (A,.,,~590 nm), which is likely
caused by the guided frequencies of the WG (A, <500
nm). In addition, sharper features appear in the spectrum
when the nanoparticle is closer to the WG core. This is due
to the nanoparticle’s stronger interaction with the guided
modes which often have strong modulation due to interfer-
ence of the electromagnetic waves resonating within the
rectangular cavity.

FIG. 7C shows the relative scattering intensity of indi-
vidual Au nanoparticles (normalized by the end facet scat-
tering intensity of the WG) as a function of polyelectrolyte
spacer thickness in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. Each data point is the average of multiple
(3-5) runs where the PEM was cleaned and redeposited each
time. More specifically, FIG. 7C shows the relative scatter-
ing intensities of individual nanoparticles S,z/Syc o
(where Sy and Sy, are the raw intensities of the nano-
particle and waveguide output, respectively) are plotted
against gap separation. The excitation angle (~45° relative to
the substrate surface) and the collection optics were held
constant during the experiments which allows for to remove
any power fluctuations in the system by simply monitoring
the output intensity simultaneously. The data show a much
faster decay (t~5 nm) when the separation is below 10 nm
compared to the evanescent field alone which follows |EI>
(t~46 nm). Profiling experiments were carried out on mul-
tiple WGs with comparable dimensions, and all had similar
intensity profiles.

The 10x optical signal enhancement in sensitivity show in
FIG. 7C is partially due to the dipole and induced dipole
interaction between the gold nanoparticle and SnO2 nano-
fiber. For nanoparticles above a dielectric substrate, the
influence of the substrate manifests itself through the screen-
ing of the electromagnetic fields that provides the restoring
force in the plasmon oscillation. The screening induced by
the dielectric surface is equivalent to the potential generated
by a nanoparticle’s image, with the magnitude of the sub-
strate image (p) being equal to (E,~1)/(E,+1) where €, is
the permittivity of the substrate. When the transverse mag-
netic (TM) mode (parallel to the interaxis of the nanoparticle
and perpendicular to the WG surface) is used to excite the
nanoparticle, the dipole and induced dipole interaction is
strongly enhanced as the nanoparticle comes closer to the
WG surface. This enhancement can be described by the
increase of the effective polarizability of the nanoparticle
defined as aeﬁ:a(l+[3)/(l—aB/l6n(r+d)3), where a is the
polarizability of an Au nanoparticle in free space, r is the
radius of the nanoparticle, and d is the separation between
the nanoparticle and the WG surface. Thus the scattering
cross-section of the nanoparticle, which is proportional to
Ioteﬁl2 assuming Rayleigh scattering from the nanoparticles,
can be strongly enhanced by the dielectric surface. This
enhancement is also sensitive to the size of the nanoparticle
where larger nanoparticles typically show a weaker decay.
Similar scattering effects have been observed in apertureless
near-field optical microscopy.

Because the guided power is extracted out of the WG
cavity by the plasmonic Au nanoparticle, the reduction of
guided power can become significant enough that it makes
it difficult to profile the scattering of the nanoparticle. To
better understand this effect, scattering intensity from both
small (80 nm) and large (150 nm) nanoparticles were
analyzed. When small nanoparticles attach to the WG, there
is no significant drop in the guided power (S;5.,,.) except



US 9,459,163 B2

27

for fluctuations coming from coupling the laser into the WG.
Because the guided power is much larger than the extracted
signal, profiling can be performed even when multiple
nanoparticles are attached to the WG surface. When larger
nanoparticles (150 nm) are used, the total guided power is
more significantly reduced, and the competing scattering
signals suppress the output enough to accrue larger errors in
the profiling data when multiple nanoparticles are attached
to the cavity. These data also support the capability of
tracking light-matter interactions with a transmission mode,
in addition to the more sensitive mode of measuring the
scattering signal directly, which would be ideal for sensing
or microscopy applications that used the nanoparticle trans-
ducers for feedback on distance and/or forces deep inside of
a material.

FDTD Simulation of the Evanescent Field Decay of Sub-
wavelength Optical WGs

FDTD simulations are used to simulate the similar geom-
etries to compare with the experimental data where an 80 nm
Au nanoparticle was positioned at different heights within
the evanescent field. FIG. 8 shows near-field interaction of
a plasmonic nanoparticle adjacent to a dielectric WG. More
specifically, FIG. 8 A shows a schematic of the configuration
of the 3D FDTD simulations of an individual Au nanopar-
ticle disposed on a WG in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein. The nanoparticle is being excited
with the TM mode at A=570 nm, and the WG is in water. TM
polarized (y-axis in FIG. 8A) 570 nm light, which matched
the local surface plasmon resonance of the gold nanopar-
ticle, was launched into the WG (dimensions: 200 nm
widex200 nm thick) which allowed the power (time-aver-
aged Poynting vector) distribution near the WG to be
mapped out with and without the nanoparticle. FIG. 8B
shows YZ cross-sectional power distributions of the nano-
particle adjacent to the WG surface at different gap separa-
tions (from O to 30 nm) in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein. The inner part of the Au
nanoparticle was artificially colored black (zero power) to
remove internal field intensities from the integration step.
The blue dashed lines indicate the boundary of the nano-
particle and WG surface.

FIG. 8C shows normalized scattering intensity of single
Au nanoparticles, calculated by the FDTD (red) calculations
and polyelectrolyte (black) experiments, as a function of
WG-nanoparticle separation in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. The data were fit to double
exponential decays, which gave time constants of t,=4.8 and
1,=46.0 nm for the FDTD simulations and t,=4.5£2.5 nm
and 1,=46.0 nm for the polyelectrolyte experiments. The
green dashed line indicates the decay of the evanescent field
of the WG in water (t=46.0 nm). Note that without the
nanoparticle present the guided modes are strongly confined
within the WG core and drop off very slowly outside the
cavity (t=46 nm). Once a plasmonic nanoparticle enters the
evanescent field, an enhanced field forms near the interface
between the nanoparticle and the WG surface. The power
values inside of a defined interfacial area of 20x40 nm
between the WG and nanoparticle were integrated at differ-
ent gap separations to describe the decay of the induced field
by the dipole and induced dipole interaction (FIG. 8C, red
solid line). The calculated decay was fitted with a double
exponential decay (t, was fixed at 46 nm for the decay of
IEI?), which gave a decay constant of ©,=4.8 nm. The
experimental data were also fit, which gave a decay constant
of t,=4.5£2.5 nm using 1,=46 nm, which matches well with
the FDTD simulations. Further refinement of the plasmon-
dielectric coupling (e.g., nanoparticle shape/composition/
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size, guided frequencies, polarization control) should enable
the scattering to be even more sensitive to distance.

The light confinement and near-field profile of the WG
cavity could be modified as the polyelectrolyte coating
(n~1.45), which has a higher index than the medium
(n~1.35), is thickened up to 30 nm To investigate this effect,
we carried out simulations and experiments with WGs
submersed in different indices. According to the FDTD
simulations, strongly confined modes within the cavity of
the SnO, (n~2.1) are not sensitive to the polyelectrolyte
coatings, and the near-field profile of the WG shows only a
small difference (~2%) between the decay constant of the
bare WG and the 30 nm polyelectrolyte-coated WG. To
understand the effect that the medium’s index of refraction
has on the relative scattering intensities from the plasmonic
nanoparticles, we experimentally measured the signal in
different indices where most biological mediums span
(n=1.33 to 1.44). Figure S6 plots the scatting intensity of Au
nanoparticles sitting on a WG coated with a PEI layer and
three PAH/PSS bilayers in different sucrose mixtures. No
significant variation in the scattering intensities was
observed, which validates that the high index contrast SnO,
WGs are not significantly influenced by the medium index
and can be used for fluidic and/or biological applications
without further correction or calibration.

To demonstrate the efficacy of the nanowire-nanoparticle
system as a molecular ruler, and confirm the extremely high
displacement sensitivity of the plasmon-dielectric coupling
effect, we tethered 80 nm gold nanoparticles to the WG and
imparted a force on the nanoparticles via fluid flow. FIG. 9
shows detecting single molecular displacement using a
DNA-lipid membrane tether.

More specifically, FIG. 9A shows a schematic of the
molecular tether between a Au nanoparticle and SnO, WG
under fluid flow in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. FIG. 9B shows a schematic of the molecu-
lar tether between an Au nanoparticle and SnO, WG with no
flow in accordance with some embodiments described
herein. The linkage consists of a 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-
phosphocholine (DOPC) WG-supported lipid bilayer, bio-
tin-streptavidin-biotin sandwich, and a 25 base pair single-
stranded oligonucleotide. The tether system chosen
consisted of a 25 base-pair ssDNA molecule, biotin-strepta-
vidin sandwich, and a lipid bilayer. Once the nanoparticles
were linked to the WG, the scattering intensity could be
monitored as a function of fluid flow.

FIG. 9C illustrates one trace of a single nanoparticle as the
fluid pump is cycled between an “on” (10 ml/hour flow rate)
and “off” state in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. More specifically, the lower plot in FIG.
9C shows intensity timecourse of a single Au nanoparticle
linkage while the fluidic flow rate is cycled between “on”
(~10 mL/hour) and “off” three times. The WG is suspended
across a 50 um wide by 30 um deep channel and is
positioned so that the cavity is in the middle (15 um below
the top glass coverslip) of the channel. The upper plot in
FIG. 9C shows intensity time course of a single nanoparticle
positioned outside of the flow stream (near the channel edge)
while the flow is cycled between the “on” and “off” condi-
tions. It is clear that under flow the intensity increases by
approximately two times and the peak-to-peak height of the
rapid oscillations diminish significantly, suggesting the flow
is compressing the tether and limiting the degree of nano-
particle movement when the particle is close to the WG
surface (see FIG. 9A). When the pump is turned “off”, the
base level intensity is drastically reduced, and strong oscil-
lations can be observed that peak ca. 80% to that of the
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average “on” levels. Because the tether is in a more relaxed
state, and the fluidic forces impinging on the nanoparticles
do not cease completely due to Brownian motion of the
particles, the nanoparticles can move more freely near the
surface of the WG. The difference in the baseline “off”
signals results from the nonzero flow (i.e., time lag for flow
to completely stop) still remaining in the channel. In com-
parison to an intensity trace (upper trace in FIG. 9C) of a
nanoparticle sheltered from the fluidic flow (i.e., particle
near the channel wall), it is evident that the peak-to-peak
oscillations are significantly less than that observed from
exposed nanoparticles. This gives a good estimation for the
noise of the system which has an root-mean-square (rms)
value of 0.006, or a displacement resolution of 1.220.3 A
when calibrated with the profiling data in FIG. 7. Finally,
FIG. 9D shows schematics of a tethered nanoparticle under
different fluidic flows (flow “on” vs flow “off”) in accor-
dance with some embodiments described herein.

Given the persistent length of the DNA tether (~8.5 nm),
the size of the streptavidin (~4.5 nm), and thickness of the
DOPC bilayer (~4 nm), the degree of modulation in the
scattering signal agrees well with the profiling data shown in
FIGS. 7 and 8. A 50% increase in the scattering signal
translates to a ca. 13 nm decrease in distance between the
nanoparticle and WG surface considering the initial gap
separation of 4 nm due to the lipid bilayer. It is possible that
the signal from the “on” state is enhanced by the nanopar-
ticle compressing the lipid bilayer. However, assuming
laminar flow around the nanoparticle and a spherical shape,
the drag force acting on the nanoparticle is estimated to be
only 15 pN using Stokes law. With this nanoparticle force
the DOPC lipid bilayer would only be compressed by ~0.1
nm using an average literature value of 7x10® dyn/cm? for
the Young’s modulus of a DOPC membrane. Because the
average nanoparticle-WG distance of the lipid/DNA tether
falls near the bottom of the plasmon-dielectric decay plot, it
suggests that the distance sensitivity of this particular system
is larger when the particle moves closer to the WG. How-
ever, the distance sensitivity should be tunable since it
strongly depends on the polarization of light, wavelength of
guided light, as well as the shape/size of the nanoparticle.

Hence, a novel nanophotonic system that has the capa-
bility of measuring molecular displacements with angstrom
level sensitivity has been demonstrated. Both fluorescent
and plasmonic-based optical structures or optical transmit-
ters interacting with the evanescent field can be used to
detect fine movements perpendicular to the propagation of
light, but a ~10x enhancement in sensitivity (in liquid) can
be achieved when plasmon-dielectric coupling effects are
utilized. The use of free-standing nanofiber WGs decorated
with plasmonic nanoparticles to measure molecular dis-
placements has distinct advantages over current scan probe,
molecular ruler, and tweezer technologies including the
analysis of multiple transducers simultaneously, the ability
to insert the probe in local environments (e.g., cells), the
capacity to combine optical with mechano-chemistry mea-
surements, and the detection response of the transduction
mechanism is highly tunable. Further understanding on how
to chemically encode the nanofibers and achieve force
feedback on molecular activity should generate a new ana-
Iytical tool for studying force dependent processes, imaging
at the nanoscale and quantifying individual molecular bind-
ing dynamics.

Profiling the Evanescent Field of Nanofiber Waveguides
Using Self-Assembled Polymer Coatings

A technique for quantifying the decaying evanescent field

surrounding free-standing nanofiber waveguides using thin
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self-assembled polyelectrolyte coatings and fluorescent opti-
cal structures or optical transmitters is provided. Using the
proposed technique, the optical intensity as a function of
distance with nanometer resolution is achieved.

Quantifying the exponential decay of the optical field near
a dielectric or metal surface is extremely useful in the design
of analytical instrumentation such as surface plasmon reso-
nance (SPR), total internal reflection microscopy, near-field
optical microscopy, and fiber optic sensors which rely on the
evanescent field for imaging and/or sensing transduction
mechanisms. In addition, if the optical decay can be lever-
aged to track the movement of molecules or matter near the
photonic surface, it should be possible to design novel
optical probes for measuring molecular displacements and
forces. Simulating the near-field of an optical structure of
known size and shape can be a routine task with current
finite-difference time-domain (FDTD) techniques. However,
experimentally mapping out the field in a real system can be
extremely difficult. Two predominant approaches exist: (1)
mechanically move a probe such as a near-field tip through
the evanescent field in fine increments (<2 nm) and measure
the intensity as a function of distance, or (2) deposit thin
optically inactive layers and measure the signal of an
optically active object as a function of spacer thickness.
Using an probe such as a tapered optical fiber to quantita-
tively measure the optical intensity near a surface is very
challenging since strong interferences can exist between the
probe and surface which can obscure the true signal. In
addition, the probe can change the local optical environment
near the optical surface.

To reduce optical interference and allow optically active
objects to be tested within the near-field, proposed mapping
technique uses a layer-by-layer assembly of polyelectrolyte
multilayer (PEM) coatings to incrementally move an optical
structure or optical transmitter through the decaying optical
field. FIG. 10A shows a schematic of a SnO, optical fiber
coated with polyelectrolyte layers from both a side-view
(left) and cross-section (right) view in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. Note that one-dimensional
nanowire waveguides (WGs) offer an excellent test platform
for the PEMs because they are free-standing structures that
can be easily integrated with microfluidics, can propagate
light in highly confined cavities over large distances, and
have tunable dimensions. Single-crystalline semiconductor
tin dioxide (SnO,) WGs (rectangular cross-sections of 100-
300 nm) are chosen to carry out the initial evanescent field
studies due to their large index of refraction (n=2.1, for
visible wavelengths) and wide band gap (E,=3.6 eV). How-
ever, the measurement techniques described herein are not
limited to be used with above optical structures, and should
be applicable to various types of optical structures including
photonic crystal, plasmonic and dielectric.

The PEM coatings can be ideal spacer layers because they
are optically transparent, offer nanometer resolution in con-
trolling the thickness of the film, and provide excellent
contrast in direct imaging techniques (e.g., electron micros-
copy) which enables the coating thickness to be quantified
with low measurement error. By controlling the polymer
concentration, pH, and adsorption time, the thickness of the
PEM can be finely tuned. The thickness per bilayer (positive
and negative polyelectrolyte) is typically in the range of 2-3
nm, depending on the deposition conditions. FIG. 10B
shows transmission electron micrographs of a SnO,WG
with 5 polyelectrolyte bilayers in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. As evident in the transmis-
sion electron micrograph in FIG. 10B, which captures a 5
bilayer polystyrene sulfonate (PSS) and poly (allylamine
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hydrochloride) (PAH) film, the coatings are uniform and
conformal using this self-assembly technique. FIG. 10C
shows transmission electron micrographs of a SnO,WG
with 10 polyelectrolyte bilayers in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. The coating thickness in
FIG. 10C was extracted from the TEM analysis. FIG. 10D
shows polyelectrolyte thickness determined from TEM as a
function of the number of layers in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. The result agrees well with
the ellipsometry data taken of PEMs on silicon substrates
which gives a slope of 2.3 nm per bilayer.

Note that by tagging the final PAH layer with a fluorescent
optical structure or optical transmitter such as fluorescein
isothiocyanate (FITC), the system allows the optical field
(via fluorescence intensity) to be quantified as a function of
spacer thickness. FIG. 11A shows fluorescence (FL) images
of FITC pumped with the evanescent field of a WG after
depositing 3 (top) and 10 (bottom) PE bilayer spacers
between the WG and final PAH-FITC layer in accordance
with some embodiments described herein. In the top image
in FIG. 11A, the cyan arrow indicates the propagation
direction of the guided light (A=442 nm). FIG. 11A captures
the evanescently excited (442 nm light) fluorescence inten-
sity of FITC with a spacer thickness of 3 and 10 bilayers.
The waveguides may be suspended, e.g., across 50 mm
channels to improve optical collection (i.e., eliminate sub-
strate effects) and allow the PEM solutions to access the
entire surface of the WG. FIG. 11B shows fluorescence
intensities at 7 different locations along the WG used in FIG.
11A in accordance with some embodiments described
herein. The results show only a small variation (<4%) in
signal across the 50 mm channel. The fluorescence images
also support the TEM results, which show similar fluores-
cent levels along the waveguide axis which indicates that the
light propagates along the WG with ignorable losses and the
polymer coatings are conformal and uniform.

FIG. 11C shows raw FITC fluorescence intensity as a
function of PEM thickness in accordance with some
embodiments described herein. The bimodal behavior indi-
cates that the FITC signal is being quenched when the FITC
is close to the SnO2 surface. The effects due to quenching
and surface area are apparent in the fluorescent measure-
ments. It has been shown that metal oxide surfaces such as
SnO, surfaces can strongly quench the fluorescence of
various molecules. We observe this in our system when the
spacer thickness is less than 10 nm, but the data can be easily
corrected for these effects as long as the quenching is
monitored with epi-fluorescence simultaneously with the
evanescent field measurements.

FIG. 11D shows FITC fluorescence (blue trace) collected
under epi-illumination showing the increase in signal due to
the decrease in the fluorescence quenching and increase in
total surface area of the fiber (i.e., larger number of dye
molecules) in accordance with some embodiments described
herein. For comparison the normalized fiber surface area is
plotted (red trace) vs. the PEM thickness. The fluorescence
quenching dominates for dye-WG distances below 10 nm.
Both the quenching and surface area effects were used to
correct the fluorescence-based profiling data in FIG. 12.
With a constant epi-illumination power, the data can be
corrected by simply dividing the evanescent fluorescent
signals (as in FIG. 11C) by the epi-fluorescence signals (as
in FIG. 11D) from the same samples. Because the relative
change in IEI” as a function of distance is the main concern,
this strategy should be able to correct for the field intensity
near any substrate.
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The sharp decay in the optical intensity is quantified in
FIG. 12 which shows a drop by ca. 60% going from 2 to 6
bilayers, or a spacer thickness of ~4 to 14 nm Compared to
the FDTD simulations carried out on SnO, nanofibers with
similar dimensions (cross-section of 200 nmx200 nm),
which show a decay constant of 20 nm, the fluorescent
mapping of [EI* produces a similar decay constant of
18.0+£3.3 nm. Power dependent studies on the FITC, using
excitation powers (<200 pW) that matched that of the
evanescent field, did not show any two photon processes that
could have altered the decay. The slight difference in the
optical decays could be due to the small effective index
change from the medium or polyelectrolyte film (n~1.45)
which could decrease the V-parameter of the WG. The
V-parameter of the optical fiber, V=(d(n,-n*)"?)/A
where d is diameter, A, is wavelength, and n_, and n_, are the
index of refraction of the core and cladding, respectively,
which describes the confinement of guided modes, would be
different for each polyelectrolyte thickness, or medium, and
could influence the emission of the dye molecule as the
spacer thickness changes. However, FDTD studies show
that the variation of the decay constant is extremely small
(<5%) when the refractive index of the cladding is changed
in a range (1.33 to 1.45) where most biological mediums
exist.

FIG. 12A shows near-field profiling data compiled from
the results of the PEM experiments (red) and 3D FDTD
simulations (green, black) in accordance with some embodi-
ments described herein. Traces were fit to a first order
exponential decay that gave the listed decay constants. The
field intensity was monitored near the bare WG (black) and
near a WG coated with PEMs of different thicknesses
ranging from 0 to 30 nm (green). The total integrated power
guided in the WG was also monitored as a function of PEM
thickness, which shows only a ~6% change when the PEM
coating thickness changed from 0 to 30 nm (blue trace).
Additional experiments may be performed to fully under-
stand cladding effects, but the strong correlation between the
experimental and simulated results demonstrate how effec-
tive this technique can be at profiling the evanescent field.
FIG. 12B shows power (time-averaged Poynting vector)
distributions near the bare (top) and PEM-coated (30 nm)
WG (bottom) in accordance with some embodiments
described herein. The yellow arrow indicates the polariza-
tion of the guided 442 nm light. The green dashed box
outlines the actual WG dimensions (200 nmx200 nm) used
in the simulation, which are similar to those used in the
experiments. The red dashed box outlines the 30 nm PEM
deposited on the WG.

Note that a tunable, fast decaying, optical field may be
used to measure distances with high resolution. This ability
of measuring molecular-level distances and motion is a key
component to techniques such as optical tweezers and
atomic force microscopes (AFM), which use highly cali-
brated transducers to directly measure distances and forces.
The use of light-matter interactions near a dielectric or metal
surface to measure distance changes with sub-nanometer
resolution provides a novel approach to developing fiber
optic-based force transducers and sensors. Given the experi-
mental decay data using a fluorescent optical structure or
optical transmitter, a spatial resolution of 0.8+0.2 nm can be
extracted for movements occurring perpendicular to the long
axis of the fiber. In comparison to conventional force trans-
ducers such as optical traps (0.1 nm distance resolution) and
AFMs (~0.5 nm distance resolution), the displacement sen-
sitivity of the evanescent field is slightly lower using fluo-
rescence, but can reach sub-nanometer regime need to
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monitor molecular movements. The data shown in FIG. 12
are obtained using an ensemble of fluorescent optical struc-
tures or optical transmitters. However, individual emitters
can also be used including quantum dots or plasmonic
nanoparticles. Profiling the near-field can be performed by
using other optical structures or optical transmitters includ-
ing metal nanoparticles and quantum dots, but the self-
assembled cladding technique described herein may be
applied to other optical systems and has been proven in this
work using fluorescent feedback to be an extremely quan-
titative approach to mapping out a decaying optical field
near a dielectric surface.

While this patent document contains many specifics, these
should not be construed as limitations on the scope of any
invention or of what may be claimed, but rather as descrip-
tions of features that may be specific to particular embodi-
ments of particular inventions. Certain features that are
described in this patent document in the context of separate
embodiments can also be implemented in combination in a
single embodiment. Conversely, various features that are
described in the context of a single embodiment can also be
implemented in multiple embodiments separately or in any
suitable subcombination. Moreover, although features may
be described above as acting in certain combinations and
even initially claimed as such, one or more features from a
claimed combination can in some cases be excised from the
combination, and the claimed combination may be directed
to a subcombination or variation of a subcombination.

Similarly, while operations are depicted in the drawings in
a particular order, this should not be understood as requiring
that such operations be performed in the particular order
shown or in sequential order, or that all illustrated operations
be performed, to achieve desirable results. Moreover, the
separation of various system components in the embodi-
ments described in this patent document should not be
understood as requiring such separation in all embodiments.

Only a few implementations and examples are described
and other implementations, enhancements and variations
can be made based on what is described and illustrated in
this patent document.

What is claimed are techniques and structures as
described and shown, including:

1. An optical-mechanical force-sensing device, compris-
ing:

an optical waveguide operable to internally guide light;

one or more compressible coatings formed on a surface of

the optical waveguide, and configured to be substan-

tially within an evanescent field of the guided light of

the optical waveguide; and

one or more optical structures attached to an external
surface of the one or more compressible coatings in
the evanescent field, wherein each of the one or more
optical structures, having a size less than 100 nm
thereby allowing detection of nanoscale forces, is
configured to emit light based on an interaction with
the evanescent field to indicate a displacement of the
one or more optical structures relative to the surface
of the optical waveguide caused by an external force
exerted on the one or more optical structures;
wherein prior to converting the measured intensity
into the displacement of the one or more optical
structures, a relationship between a scattering inten-
sity by the one or more optical structures and a
distance of the one or more optical structures relative
to the surface of the optical waveguides is calibrated.

2. The force-sensing device of claim 1, further compris-
ing: a first optical detector positioned in the far field of the
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emitted light and configured to measure an intensity of the
emitted light from the one or more optical structures; and

a computing mechanism configured to convert the mea-
sured intensity into the displacement of the one or more
optical structures relative to the surface of the optical
waveguide.

3. The force-sensing device of claim 2, wherein the first
optical detector is configured to measure a total intensity of
the emitted lights from the one or more optical structures;
and

wherein the computing mechanism is configured to con-
vert the total intensity into the displacement of the one
or more optical structures relative to the surface of the
optical waveguide.

4. The force-sensing device of claim 3, further compris-

ing:

a conversion mechanism configured to convert the mea-
sured displacement into a force which causes the dis-
placement of the one or more optical structures.

5. The force-sensing device of claim 2, wherein the first
optical detector is configured to independently measure an
intensity of the emitted light from each of the one or more
optical structures.

6. The force-sensing device of claim 1, further compris-
ing:

a second optical detector positioned at the output end of
the optical waveguide and configured to measure an
intensity of the transmitted light through the optical
waveguide;

a computing mechanism configured to convert the mea-
sured intensity into the displacement of the one or more
optical structures relative to the surface of the optical
waveguide; and

a conversion mechanism configured to convert the mea-
sured displacement into a force which causes the dis-
placement of the one or more optical structures.

7. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one or
more compressible coatings are configured to be compressed
by the one or more optical structures when the one or more
optical structures displace by a downward force exerted on
the one or more optical structures.

8. The force-sensing device of claim 7, wherein the one or
more compressible coatings are configured to restore shape
when the downward force exerted on the one or more optical
structures is reduced or removed.

9. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one or
more compressible coatings are configured to be stretched
when the one or more optical structures displace by an
upward force exerted on the one or more optical structures.

10. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more compressible coatings are fully reversible in shape
after being compressed or stretched.

11. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more compressible coatings are characterized by a stiff-
ness.

12. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more compressible coatings are formed by a polymer
material.

13. The force-sensing device of claim 12, wherein the
polymer material includes a polyelectrolyte material.

14. The force-sensing device of claim 13, wherein the
polyelectrolyte material is polyethyleneimine (PEI), poly-
styrene sulfonate (PSS), or poly(allylamine hydrochloride)
(PAH).

15. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more optical structures include a plasmonic nanoparticle,
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which can include a gold nanoparticle, a silver nanoparticle,
or other metallic nanoparticles.

16. The force-sensing device of claim 15, wherein the one
or more optical structures include a quantum dot.

17. The force-sensing device of claim 15, wherein the
plasmonic nanoparticle interacts with the evanescent field
through a plasmon-dielectric coupling.

18. The force-sensing device of claim 15, wherein the
wavelength of the guided light is selected to include a
resonance waveguide of the plasmonic nanoparticle.

19. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more optical structures include a fluorescent molecule or
particle, and wherein the fluorescent molecule or particle
interacts with the evanescent field through a fluorescent
interaction.

20. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the
optical waveguide includes a subwavelength optical fiber.

21. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the
subwavelength optical fiber is made of tin oxide (SnO-
.sub.2).

22. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the
external force includes one of: an acoustic wave signal,
strain, pressure, and chemical signals.

23. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the
optical force-sensing device has a displacement sensing
resolution of about 1 angstrom.

24. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the
optical force-sensing device has a force sensing resolution of
<100 femtonewtons.

25. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the
optical force-sensing device has a force sensing range from
femtonewtons to nanonewtons.

26. The force-sensing device of claim 1, wherein the one
or more compressible coatings have a total thickness less
than 20 nm.

27. A method for making an optical-mechanical force-
sensing device, comprising: forming one or more compress-
ible coatings on a surface of an optical waveguide operable
to internally guide light, wherein the one or more compress-
ible coatings are substantially within an evanescent field
range of a guided light of the optical waveguide; and
attaching one or more optical structures to an external
surface of the one or more compressible coatings, wherein
each of the one or more optical structures, having a size less
than 100 nm to enable detection of nanoscale forces, is
configured to emit light based on an interaction with an
evanescent field near the surface of the optical waveguide to
indicate a displacement of the one or more optical structures
relative to the surface of the optical waveguide caused by an
external force exerted on the one or more optical structures,
wherein the method further comprises calibrating a relation-
ship between a scattering intensity by the one or more
optical structures and a distance of the one or more optical
structures relative to the surface of the optical waveguides.

28. The method of claim 27, wherein the one or more
compressible coatings are configured to be compressed by
the one or more optical structures when the one or more
optical structures displace by a downward force exerted on
the one or more optical structures.

29. The method of claim 27, wherein the one or more
compressible coatings are configured to be stretched when
the one or more optical structures displace by an upward
force exerted on the one or more optical structures.

30. The method of claim 27, wherein the one or more
compressible coatings are formed by a polymer material.

31. A method for performing an optical-mechanical force-
sensing, comprising:
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obtaining an optical sensor which comprises:

an optical waveguide operable to internally guide light;

one or more compressible coatings formed on a surface of

the optical waveguide, and configured to be substan-
tially within an evanescent field of the guided light of
the optical waveguide;

and one or more optical structures attached to an external

surface of the one or more compressible coatings in the
evanescent field, wherein each of the one or more
optical structures has a size less than 100 nm thereby
enabling detection of nanoscale forces;

guiding a light through the optical waveguide to cause

each of the one or more optical structures to emit light
based on an interaction with an evanescent field near
the surface of the optical waveguide;

determining a displacement of the one or more optical

structures relative to the surface of the optical wave-
guide caused by an external force exerted on the one or
more optical structures;

converting the determined displacement into a force

which causes the displacement of the one or more
optical structures; and

calibrating a relationship between a scattering intensity by

the one or more optical structures and a distance of the
one or more optical structures relative to the surface of
the optical waveguides.

32. The method of claim 31, wherein determining the
displacement of the one or more optical structures involves:

measuring an intensity of the emitted light from the one

or more optical structures in the far field of the emitted
light;

converting the measured intensity into the displacement

of the one or more optical structures relative to the
surface of the optical waveguides.

33. The method of claim 32, wherein determining the
displacement of the one or more optical structures involves:

measuring a total intensity of the emitted lights from the

one or more optical structures; and

converting the total intensity into the displacement of the

one or more optical structures relative to the surface of
the optical waveguide.

34. The method of claim 31, wherein determining the
displacement of the one or more optical structures involves
independently measuring an intensity of the emitted light
from each of the one or more optical structures.

35. The method of claim 31, wherein determining the
displacement of the one or more optical structures involves:

measuring an intensity of the transmitted light through the

optical waveguide at the output end of the optical
waveguide;

converting the measured intensity into the displacement

of the one or more optical structures relative to the
surface of the optical waveguides.

36. The method of claim 31, wherein prior to converting
the determined displacement into the force which causes the
displacement of the one or more optical structures, the
method further comprises calibrating a relationship between
the displacement of the one or more optical structures and an
external force exerted on the one or more optical structures
based on mechanical properties of the one or more com-
pressible coats.

37. The method of claim 31, wherein the one or more
optical structures include a plasmonic nanoparticle.

38. The method of claim 37, wherein the plasmonic
nanoparticle interacts with the evanescent field through a
plasmon-dielectric coupling.
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39. The method of claim 37, wherein the method further
comprises selecting a wavelength of the guided light to
include a resonance waveguide of the plasmonic nanopar-
ticle.

40. The method of claim 31, wherein the one or more 5
optical structures include a fluorescent molecule or particle,
and wherein the fluorescent molecule or particle interacts
with the evanescent field through a fluorescent interaction.

41. The method of claim 31, wherein the external force
includes one of: an acoustic wave signal, strain, pressure, 10
cell and chemical signals.
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